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In	 the	beginning,	 I	had	no	 idea	what	 to	expect	 from	a	call	 for	 stories.	Now,	at	 the	other	end	of	 this













our	 joy,	 and	 our	 revelations.	 Every	 volunteer	 who	 has	 ever	 served	 writes	 as	 a	 personal	 exercise	 in
coming	 to	 terms	with	an	awakening	 ignorance.	And	 then	we	write	our	way	 through	 it,	making	our	new
worlds	part	of	ourselves	in	our	own	language,	in	our	own	words.
The	 stories	 in	 these	books	are	 the	best	 contribution	we	can	make	 to	 the	permanent	 record	of	Peace
























launched,	 but	 she	 has	 been	 kind	 enough	 to	 hang	 around	 to	 see	 me	 through.	 My	 partner,	 cultural

























In	 June	of	1960,	Hubert	Humphrey	 introduced	 in	 the	Senate	 a	bill	 to	 send	“young	men	 to	 assist	 the
peoples	of	the	underdeveloped	areas	of	the	world	to	combat	poverty,	disease,	illiteracy,	and	hunger.”
Also	in	1960,	several	other	people	were	expressing	support	for	such	a	concept:	General	James	Gavin;
Chester	 Bowles,	 former	 governor	 of	 Connecticut,	 and	 later	 ambassador	 to	 India;	 William	 Douglas,
associate	 justice	 of	 the	 Supreme	 Count;	 James	 Reston	 of	 The	 New	 York	 Times;	Milton	 Shapp,	 from




1960.	On	 the	steps	of	 the	Student	Union	at	 the	University	of	Michigan,	 in	 the	darkness	of	 the	night,	 the




The	 audience	 went	 wild.	 (I	 know	 this,	 because	 at	 the	 time	 I	 was	 a	 new	 graduate	 student	 over	 in
Kalamazoo.	I	was	working	part-time	as	a	news	reporter	for	WKLZ	and	had	gone	to	cover	the	event.)	Six
days	 before	 the	 1960	 election,	 on	 November	 2nd,	 Kennedy	 gave	 a	 speech	 at	 the	 Cow	 Palace	 in	 San
















Sims	 of	 the	 Institute	 of	 International	 Education;	 Adam	 Yarmolinsky,	 a	 foundation	 executive;	 Father
Theodore	Hesburgh,	president	of	 the	University	of	Notre	Dame;	George	Carter,	 a	 campaign	worker	on
civil	 rights	 issues	 and	 former	 member	 of	 the	 American	 Society	 for	 African	 Culture;	 Louis	 Martin,	 a
newspaper	 editor;	 Franklin	Williams,	 an	 organizer	 of	 the	 campaign	 for	 black	 voter	 registration,	 and	 a
student	of	Africa;	and	Maury	Albertson,	out	at	Colorado	State	University.
Unbeknownst	 to	 Shriver	 and	Wofford,	 two	 officials	 in	 the	 Far	Eastern	 division	 of	 the	 International
Cooperation	Administration	(ICA)	were	working	on	their	own	Peace	Corps	plan.	Warren	Wiggins,	who
was	the	deputy	director	of	Far	Eastern	operations	in	ICA,	was	still	in	his	thirties	but	had	already	helped
administer	 the	Marshall	Plan	 in	Western	Europe.	He	was	 totally	dissatisfied	with	 the	manner	 in	which




titled	 “A	Towering	Task.”	They	 sent	 copies	 to	Wofford,	Richard	Goodwin	 at	 the	White	House,	 and	 to
Shriver,	who	thought	it	was	brilliant	and	immediately	sent	a	telegram	to	Wiggins	inviting	him	to	attend	the
Task	 Force	meeting	 the	 next	morning.	 It	 was	Wiggins	 who	 advocated	 initiating	 the	 Peace	 Corps	 with
“several	 thousand	Americans	participating	 in	 the	first	 twelve	 to	eighteen	months.”	A	slow	and	cautious
beginning	was	not	an	option.
Three	times	in	February,	Kennedy	would	telephone	Shriver	to	ask	about	progress	on	the	Peace	Corps.
The	 final	 draft	 of	 the	 report	was	 created	with	Charles	Nelson	 sitting	 in	 one	 room	writing	 basic	 copy,
Josephson	sitting	in	another	room	rewriting	it,	Wofford	sitting	in	yet	another	room	doing	the	final	rewrite,
and	Wiggins	running	back	and	forth	carrying	pieces	of	paper.
























along	prior	 expertise.	Rarely	vested	 in	personal	 advancement,	 the	 amateur	 is	 a	 discoverer	 and	 a	doer,
concentrating	on	the	thing-at-hand.
This,	of	course,	 is	 the	idea	behind	the	Peace	Corps.	Though	PCVs	do	take	expertise	with	them,	it	 is
hardly	ever	 in	development.	They	 learn	as	 they	go	and	even	when	they	return.	And	their	 learning	helps
others.
At	about	the	time	the	Peace	Corps	was	founded,	a	project	called	Airlift	Africa,	set	up	by	Tom	Mboya
soon	 after	Kenyan	 independence,	 brought	 students	 to	 the	United	States.	Among	 these	was	 the	 father	 of
























Each	 perspective	 presented	 here	 is	 distinct.	 Though	 we	 who	 served	 in	 Africa	 will	 often	 nod	 in
recognition	as	we	read	these	essays,	our	experiences	were	never	 lock	step,	but	were	diverse	and	often
extraordinary.	This	volume	reflects	that,	as	much	as	I	could	make	it	do	so.	Some	of	the	stories	deal	with
the	 small,	 daily	 events	 that	 came	 to	 be	 commonplace.	 Others	 present	 astonishing	 once-in-a-lifetime
events.	Together,	they	present	a	picture	as	true	to	the	Peace	Corps	experience	in	Africa	as	I	could	make	it.
The	Peace	Corps	may	not	change	 the	world	 in	grand	ways,	but	 it	does	change	 individuals—and	not












personal	 lives,	 joined	 the	French	Foreign	Legion,	making	 their	way	 to	 remotest	North	Africa,	 there	 to




























mom	and	pop	kept	 saying,	“You’re	old	enough	 to	get	married	now;	you’re	 thirty-two.	Come	home	next
weekend	and	meet	Maxine.	Her	folks	think	you	are	wonderful.	She’s	such	a	nice	girl.”
In	my	head,	I	was	hearing	the	drums	of	the	Legion.























the	U.S.	Army	 in	Korea	 from	 1952	 to	 1954.	Having	 completed	my	master’s	 degree	 in	History,	 I	was
drafted.	Within	 six	months,	 I	was	assigned	as	Company	Clerk	 in	a	Forward	Ordnance	Depot	about	 ten

































preparation	other	 than	the	fact	 that	I	had	used	the	language	for	 twenty-five	years	of	my	life,	I	became	a
teacher	of	English.	It	felt	good	to	be	doing	something	creative,	rather	than	pushing	mounds	of	meaningless





































According	 to	 the	biography	Sarge:	The	Life	and	Times	of	 Sargent	Shriver,	 “Shriver...stayed	 up	 all
night	on	the	flight	from	New	York,	playing	cards	and	drinking	gin	martinis	with	Thurgood	Marshall	who









upper-class	 Harlem,	 and	 Kwame	 was	 a	 poor	 African	 student	 who	 worked	 in	 the	 Lincoln	 University
cafeteria.	Kwame	 resented	Franklin’s	 airs	 and	 initially	 refused	him	when	President	 Johnson	nominated
Williams	as	Ambassador	to	Ghana.	Nkrumah	told	Johnson,	as	the	first	African	Head	of	State,	he	deserved
the	best	top-flight	ambassador.	However,	Nkrumah	relented	when	Johnson	told	him	that	Williams,	the	first
African	American	 ambassador	 to	 be	 assigned	 to	 an	African	 nation,	 had	 to	 be	 better	 qualified	 than	 the
“white	boys.”	(Ralph	Bunche	was	already	a	U.S.	ambassador	assigned	to	the	U.N.)














Despite	 Nyerere	 being	 the	 first	 head	 of	 state	 to	 request	 Peace	 Corps,	 Tanganyika	 would	 not	 achieve
independence	 until	December	 9,	 1961.	 It	would	 have	 been	 embarrassing	 to	 have	Peace	Corps	 serving
under	Colonial	rule.	Thus,	we	were	placed	in	a	holding	pattern.	After	seven	or	eight	weeks	of	training	at





Tom	says	 that	 our	 training	director	 in	Puerto	Rico	was	Bill	Coffin,	 “ably	 assisted”	by	Freddie	Fuller.
Rather	 than	 “able,”	 I	 would	 describe	 the	 direction	 given	 the	 group	 by	 the	 Coffin-Fuller	 duo	 as	 a
combination	of	prep	school	rah-rah,	sophomoric	anti-Communism	(a	reaction	to	a	novel	called	The	Ugly
American,	very	current	at	that	time,	which	held	that	the	Communists	were	winning	the	battle	for	hearts	and







a	complete	waste	of	 time.	 It	was	certainly	 the	 low	point	of	my	Peace	Corps	experience,	and	my	vocal
objections	to	it	nearly	got	me	fired	from	the	Peace	Corps	before	I	started.
Coffin	recommended	to	headquarters	that	I	be	fired	at	the	end	of	the	Arecibo	training	program	because
I	was	 the	kind	of	guy	who,	 if	ordered	 to	hold	a	machine	gun	position	 to	 the	death	 in	order	 to	 save	 the
others	in	my	platoon,	would	eventually	break	and	run.	He	was	probably	right,	but	other	higher-ups	who
knew	me	 at	 the	 El	 Paso	 training	 saved	my	 neck.	Maybe	 they	 appreciated	my	 “intangibles,”	 as	 Eddie
Stanky	would	have	said.
I	have	since	struck	up	a	better	relationship	with	Bill	Coffin	and	continue	to	admire	him	a	lot.	Maybe
we’ve	both	grown	older,	and	maybe	I	at	 least	have	gotten	a	 little	bit	wiser	and	more	 tolerant	 (not	 less
atheistic,	however).	Thank	goodness	I	never	got	the	chance	to	test	my	machine	gun	resolve.	All	I	was	ever
called	upon	to	do	was	quietly	build	a	road	in	far	southern	Tanganyika.


























The	 cocky	 green	 kid	 from	 the	Dakotas	 followed	 JP,	 grabbed	 the	 Tarzan	 rope	 and	 started	 to	 swing
toward	the	net.	My	grip	slipped	and	my	matako	scraped	along	the	entire	ground,	leaving	me	ingloriously










were	 symbolic	 of	 the	 group’s	 tweaking	 PC’s	 nose.	 I	 recall	 that	 Shriver	 visited	 us	 late	 in	 training	 to
reassure	us	that	our	beloved	George	would	indeed	remain	in	the	Corps	and	admired	the	engineer’s	bridge.





In	 spite	 of	 personally	 enjoying	 some	 aspects	 of	Arecibo’s	 physical	 fitness	 routine	 and	 the	 four-day




Parson,	 Rodgers	 Stewart,	 Gil	 Griffis	 and	 I	 later	 used	 the	 community	 “live-ins”	 as	 an	 aspect	 of	 our



















Really	 Neat:	 The	 three-day,	 two-night	 hike	 through	 the	 Puerto	 Rican	 countryside.	 Taking	 the	 old
USAF	truck	with	the	leaky	muffler	(The	Rolling	Gas	Chamber)	down	to	a	local	beach	to	swim	and


































After	all	of	 the	new	Volunteers	had	been	 interviewed	and	scored,	 the	 trainers	divided	us	 into	small
groups,	 five	 or	 six	 people,	 to	 begin	 our	 language	 classes.	 Some	 of	 my	 compatriots	 arrived	 in	 Chad
already	 conjugating	 French	 verbs,	 mentally	 sifting	 through	 lists	 of	 French	 adjectives	 in	 a	 flash,
understanding	when	to	use	the	subjunctive	as	instinctually	as	understanding	when	to	exhale.	These	people
took	classes	together.
I	 sat	 in	 a	 class	 with	 four	 virtual	 mutes.	 We	 would	 arrange	 our	 chairs	 in	 a	 half	 circle	 around	 a
blackboard	 resting	on	an	easel	 in	 the	center	of	a	boukarou,	 a	 type	of	 round	hut	 that	dotted	 the	 training
center’s	 grounds	 like	 giant	 mushrooms.	 Our	 French	 teacher,	 a	 woman	 named	 Nemerci,	 would	 always











us	 to	“Écoutez.”	 I	 quickly	 recognized	 that	écoutez	was	 a	 command	 to	 listen	 closely,	 a	prompt	 I	 didn’t




After	 écoutez,	 Nemerci	 would	 lean	 toward	 the	 class	 again	 and	 repeat	 the	 exact	 same	 syllables,
building	the	same	sentence	in	the	same	measured,	careful	way.	All	of	us	mutes	would	nod	to	the	rhythm	of
the	 growing	 chain	 of	 syllables.	 I’d	 rub	my	 chin	 with	my	 thumb	 and	 forefinger,	 stroking	 the	 beard	 I’d




Sometimes,	 after	 giving	 us	 the	 sentence	 a	 second	 time,	 Nemerci	 would	 straighten	 up,	 give	 the
command,	“Répétez,”	and	point	at	an	unlucky	mute.	I	was	not	a	good	repeater.	I	always	listened	intently	to
Nemerci,	 let	 her	 syllables	 float	 up	 my	 auditory	 canal.	 I	 tried	 to	 clear	 a	 spot	 in	 my	 brain	 where	 the
melodious	French	sounds	could	 sink	 in	and	become	my	own.	But	 something	 terrible	happened	 to	 those
sounds	when	forced	to	 travel	from	my	brain	 to	my	lips.	My	syllables	moved	slowly.	Clearly,	whatever
they	had	gone	through	on	their	trip	between	my	brain	and	my	mouth	had	exhausted	them.	Where	Nemerci’s




air	 over	 outdoor	 cafés	 in	 Paris.	 But,	 by	 the	 time	 they	 reached	 Nemerci,	 they	 must	 have	 transformed
themselves	 into	 something	very	different.	As	 I	 spoke,	Nemerci	would	 twist	up	her	 face	 as	 if	 she	were
listening	to	me	pound	away	at	the	keyboard	of	a	piano	while	wearing	boxing	gloves.
Other	times,	instead	of	repeating,	class	members	would	have	to	respond	to	Nemerci’s	sentence	with	a
sentence	 of	 their	 own	 creation.	 Nemerci	 would	 stand	 before	 us	 and	 say	 something	 like	 “Comment	 tu













its	 end	and	 it	 became	cooommen,	 an	 expression	 of	 surprise	 and	 awe,	 a	 kind	 of	Chadian	 equivalent	 of
“holy	cow.”	Just	as	quickly,	I	could	transform	tu	into	you.	Pronouns	were	almost	impossible	not	to	learn.





French?	 The	 most	 important	 elements	 of	 Nemerci’s	 questions	 always	 lay	 at	 the	 end,	 and	 these	 most
important	elements	tended	to	be	the	most	cryptic,	for	example	t’appelle.
From	 high	 school	 French	 class	 I	 remembered	 t’appelle	 as	 an	 awkward-looking	 contraction.	 The
















exotic	mannerisms	 and	 habits,	 but	 retained	 a	 familiar	 essence.	 The	 French	 taxi,	 stripped	 of	 its	 lilting
pronunciation,	 became	 the	 earthy	 English	 taxi.	 Banane	 affected	 some	 sophistication,	 but	 so	 strongly
resembled	banana	that	their	relationship	could	not	go	unnoticed.
The	cognates	usually	 revealed	 themselves	 right	away	or	not	at	all.	 I’d	 let	a	word	 like	appelle	 bang
around	in	my	head,	try	to	visualize	the	word,	investigate	the	letters	that	made	it	up,	try	to	feel	the	sounds













though	 I	 found	 some	 classes	 to	 be	misdirected	 or	 boring,	 I	 never	 found	 any	 of	my	 teachers	 offensive.
Except	for	Madame	Doering.	Every	snap	of	her	pointy-toed	shoes	against	the	tile	floor,	every	word	that
came	 out	 of	 her	 puckered	 mouth	 plucked	 at	 my	 nerves.	 If	 she	 would	 have	 walked	 into	 class	 and
announced,	“Instead	of	teaching	today,	I’m	just	going	to	run	my	fingernails	up	and	down	the	blackboard
for	 the	 next	 forty-five	minutes,”	 I	would	 have	 been	 relieved.	 I	 can’t	 say	 exactly	what	 bothered	me	 so
much,	but	her	French	accent,	the	way	her	voice	became	twittery	and	birdlike	when	she	spoke,	was	part	of









English	 teachers	 gave	Hamlet	 and	Huckleberry	 Finn.	We’d	 spend	 days	 on	 every	 new	 dialogue.	 First







Finally,	 in	Chad,	 I	 found	 a	 use	 for	 the	 French	 small	 talk	Madame	Doering	 had	 pounded	 into	me.	 I
discovered	that	I	could	still	recall	large	portions	of	those	dialogues.	Over	the	years	they	had	became	an









Surprisingly	 often,	 I	 would	 stumble	 across	 something	 useful:	 “Oui,	 ça	 va.	 Et	 toi?”	 “Je	 m’appelle
Philippe.”	I’d	found	it.	Appelle.	The	‘m’	troubled	me	though.	Nemerci’s	appelle	sprouted	a	‘t’.	There	is	a

































I’d	 feel	 the	French	syllables	 in	my	mouth	as	 I	 spoke	 them,	each	one	slippery	and	alive	with	erratic
tremors,	like	Jell-O	sliding	across	my	tongue.	And	as	I’d	launch	them	into	the	air,	I’d	grip	the	seat	of	my
chair	and	watch	Nemerci’s	 face	and	 listen,	hoping	 that	 the	wobble	of	 life	 I	 felt	 in	 the	syllables	as	 they
formed	 in	my	mouth	 could	 sustain	 them	 in	 the	 real	world,	 but	 fearing	 they	would	 simply	 splat	 against


















Always	 respectful,	 they	placed	one	hand	over	 their	 right	arm	and,	bowing	slightly	shook	our	hands.
Then,	most	asked	if	they	could	touch	our	hair,	which	they	did,	giggling	hysterically.
I	sat	there	and	grinned	from	ear	to	ear.
Two	 years	 later	Dick,	who	worked	 the	 agricultural	 end	 of	 the	 newly	 formed	Tembwe	Cooperative
Society,	and	I,	who	helped	with	the	consumer	end,	were	quickly	evacuated	from	the	small	village	that	we
had	learned	to	love.















WHEN	 I	 THINK	OF	VAVATENINA,	 I	 TRY	NOT	 TO	REMEMBER	 THE	 THINGS	 THAT	MADE	ME	UNCOMFORTABLE,	 LIKE	 THE
slightly	creepy	man	who	lived	next	door	or	the	taxi-brousse	driver	who	couldn’t	understand	why	I	didn’t
want	to	sleep	with	him	and	have	the	café	au	lait	babies	he	was	offering.	I	try	not	to	think	of	the	reasons

















I’ve	 always	 enjoyed	 the	 company	 of	 little	 kids,	 and	Tino	was	 the	 sweetest	 of	 them	 all	 in	my	 little
neighborhood	of	Bemasoandro.	Some	of	the	others	were	loud.	Some	of	them	were	annoying.	One	of	them
used	 to	 hit	me.	Tino	 liked	 to	watch	whatever	 I	 did.	He	was	 fascinated	 by	my	Walkman	with	 the	 little
speakers	I	had	bought	back	home.	When	I	brought	out	nail	polish	to	a	gathering	of	kids	on	my	front	porch,
he	insisted	on	wearing	the	color	I	chose	for	myself,	a	color	that	I	still	think	of	as	“Tino	blue.”
While	 I	played	with	all	of	 the	neighborhood	children	and	 loved	 sharing	 time	and	games	with	 them,
there	were	a	few	special	rituals	that	only	Tino	and	I	shared.	We	couldn’t	communicate	well	in	words,	as	I
spoke	 very	 little	Malagasy	 and	 he	 didn’t	 speak	French	 or	English.	All	 the	 same,	 I	 began	 to	 teach	 him
English.	If	I	held	up	my	hand	and	pointed	to	my	fingers,	he	would	recite:	“One,	two,	three,	four,	feeve!”
He	also	picked	up	quickly	on	“Give	me	five”	and	“Give	me	ten.”	And	then	there	was	“Hena	Kisoa	Kely.”









I	didn’t	know	 if	 there	was	a	Malagasy	word	 for	“piglet”	or	 “piggy”	 so	 I	used	 the	words	 for	“little
pig.”	That’s	“hena	kisoa	kely.”	And	 I	knew	how	 to	 say	 “go	 to	market”;	 that’s	 a	pretty	basic	phrase	 to
learn	in	training.	So	the	first	part	of	the	translation	was	easy:	“Hena	kisoa	kely	miantsena.”	It	got	a	little
trickier	after	 that,	but	 I	decided	on	“Hena	kisoa	kely	mipetrapetraka”	for	 the	 little	piggy	staying	home
and	“Hena	 kisoa	 kely	mihinana	 henan’omby”	 for	 the	 little	 piggy	 eating	 roast	 beef.	 In	 reality	 the	 two
mean,	 respectively,	 something	 closer	 to	 “The	 little	 pig	made	 himself	 at	 home”	 and	 “The	 little	 pig	 ate
cow’s	meat,”	but	I	was	doing	the	best	I	could.	“This	little	piggy	had	none”	was	pretty	easy,	as	I	knew	how
to	say	“didn’t	eat.”	Hence,	“Hena	kisoa	kely	tsy	mihinana.”	Finally,	though,	I	was	completely	stumped	as
to	how	 to	 say	“all	 the	way	home.”	So	 that	 last	part	of	 the	 rhyme	got	dropped	and	my	hena	 kisoa	 kely
merely	said	“wee	wee	wee.”
It	didn’t	matter	if	the	translation	was	exact.	It	didn’t	matter	if	there	was	any	cultural	context	behind	it.
It	didn’t	matter	 if	 I	 looked	foolish.	All	 that	mattered	was	 the	big	grin	on	Tino’s	 face	when	I’d	play	 the
game	with	him.




to	 the	 people	 of	Vavatenina,	 something	 that	wouldn’t	 prejudice	 them	 against	 the	 Peace	Corps.	All	 the
same,	I	left	a	little	piece	of	my	heart	there	in	Vavatenina,	where	I	hope	a	little	boy	still	remembers	how	an




















to	go,	and	keep	walking	for	as	 long	as	would	be	required.	 I	submitted	my	fingerprints,	and	assured	 the
National	Security	Agency	that	I	had	no	criminal	record	or	vile	habits.












plastic	 water	 filter,	 mosquito	 net,	 pillow	 and	 mattress,	 a	 medical	 kit	 with	 emergency	 drugs,	 and	 the
prophylactic	 malaria	 medicines	 we	 had	 to	 take	 every	 week.	 We	 didn’t	 need	 a	 lot	 of	 clothes,	 only
lightweight	cottons	for	the	year-round	tropical	heat.














meal	 pass	 him	 by.	 Food	 was	 a	 serious	 matter	 in	 Sierra	 Leone,	 especially	 for	 travelers,	 who	 might
encounter	only	one	chophouse	in	a	whole	day’s	journey	and	would	need	to	fill	up	or	go	hungry.













expensive	 and	 often	 unavailable;	 I	 learned	 how	 to	 function	without	 it	 by	 salting	 fish	 and	 buying	 fresh
produce	every	day,	just	as	the	villagers	did.
The	bathroom	served	a	dual	function,	as	it	was	the	only	source	of	water.	There	was	no	kitchen	sink,













would	be	better	off	 for	my	coming	 to	stay	with	 them,	even	 if	only	 in	some	small	way.	 I	was	eager	and




One	 evening	 I	 sat	 on	my	 small	 screened	 porch,	 gazing	 at	 the	 hillside	 beyond	 the	 health	 center,	 and
thinking	about	life:
And	when	my	time	is	done,	will	I	cry	for	Africa	the	rest	of	my	days?	The	sun	is	burning	on	the	western
slope,	 the	 first	 candle	 is	 lit.	 On	 the	 road	 fisherwomen	 trudge	 home	 carrying	 their	 hoop-shaped	 nets,
balancing	baskets	of	fresh	caught	fish	on	their	heads.	In	the	field	of	dry	leaves	below	the	hospital,	circles
of	fire	glow	and	send	pale	gray	smoke	drifting	toward	the	river.
I	 go	 to	 see	what	 is	 happening,	 the	 pastor	 comes	 from	his	 house	 also,	 probably	 to	 reassure	me.	He
































kids	during	 training,	 and	 the	kids	 seemed	 to	have	 lots	of	 fun	playing	with	 the	 toy.	What	would	happen
when	the	Volunteers	left	and	took	their	Frisbees	with	them	or,	if	they	gave	them	to	some	kids,	they	got	lost
or	damaged?	That’s	why	I	didn’t	want	 to	have	a	motorcycle	 like	 the	other	PCVs:	I	didn’t	want	 to	have
something	that	the	people	in	the	village	I	went	to	had	no	way	of	owning.	I	just	didn’t	think	it	was	right	if	I











out	 here	 in	 the	 real	 world.	 That	 was	 reinforced	 when	 Sierra	 Leoneans	 found	 out	 I	 didn’t	 have	 a
motorcycle,	because	they	thought	that	foreigners	who	were	richer	than	they	should	have	one.	Without	that
status	symbol,	I	think	I	was	somehow	less	respected	by	some	people.	On	the	other	hand,	being	forced	to































interests	 that	 it	wanted	 to	continue	after	 independence.	President	Toure	 turned	 to	Russia	 for	assistance.
That	was	against	the	interests	of	France.





We	were	Guinea	I,	1963-65,	 the	first	group	of	Volunteers.	 I	was	assigned	to	Macenta,	a	 town	in	 the
southeastern	rainforest.	The	primary	elements	of	my	Peace	Corps	Volunteer	experience,	from	the	technical
standpoint,	were	 to	 introduce	 an	 improved	 chicken	 breed	 and	meet	 the	 nutritional	 and	 other	 needs	 for
higher	levels	of	production,	to	teach	students	using	direct	field	training	to	improve	vegetable	and	poultry
production,	and	 improve	production	of	high-quality	vegetables	 for	 the	 town	market.	The	details	seem	a
little	lost	at	this	point	(forty	year	later).	We	certainly	didn’t	create	the	revolution	that	we	had	envisioned!
It	is	the	people,	the	experiences,	and	the	adventures	that	stay	with	me.
At	 the	 operational	 and	 social	 level	 in	Macenta,	 there	 was	 a	 small,	 diverse,	 international	 group	 of
interesting	 people.	 There	 was	 a	 team	 of	 Chinese	 who	 were	 introducing	 cultivation,	 harvesting	 and
processing	 of	 tea,	 some	 Russians	 working	 in	 forestry	 and	 the	 educational	 system,	 several	 Lebanese
merchants,	 a	 U.S.	 missionary	 couple,	 and	 some	 French	 of	 various	 professions.	 The	 working-class
Guineans	didn’t	initially	make	distinctions	as	to	who	we	all	were.































The	 monkey	 had	 some	 wounds.	 The	 Volunteer	 cared	 for	 his	 pet	 as	 a	 dedicated	 owner	 does.	 But	 the
monkey’s	health	deteriorated.	After	several	weeks,	the	monkey	was	in	bad	shape.	We	took	a	blood	sample































Quite	often	 I	 think	of	 those	 times	 that	 seemed	 impossibly	 embarrassing	 and	 try	 to	make	 sense	of	 them,
even	many	years	 later.	Most	of	 the	 strangest	 events	occurred	early	 in	my	Peace	Corps	 service,	when	 I















English	 and	my	 French	was	 tolerable,	 so	we	 could	 communicate	 easily.	 It	 was	 after	 5	 P.M.	 when	 they
invited	me	to	attend	the	soccer	match	at	a	neighboring	village.	We	walked,	en	masse,	to	the	soccer	pitch
behind	the	mud-brick	schoolhouse.	The	gathered	crowd	numbered	in	the	hundreds.	It	was	still	very	hot,
but	 the	sun	was	slowly	setting,	making	it	bearable.	I	 took	my	place	on	the	sidelines	 to	watch	the	match
with	all	 the	 interest	 I	 could	muster.	At	 that	 time	everything	was	 still	new	 to	me:	 the	 swirling	sand,	 the
smell	of	dead	animal	carcasses,	and	the	shared	existence	of	people	who	lived	in	that	desolation.
Not	 long	 after	 the	match	 started,	 it	 became	 apparent	 that	 our	 team	was	overmatched,	 but	 it	was	 all
played	out	in	fun.
When	 the	match	ended,	players	 from	both	 sides	gathered	on	 the	pitch,	 as	did	 the	observers.	Among
them	was	a	horde	of	children,	who	seemed	in	be	in	a	state	of	agitation.	They	were	loud	and	boisterous.




































was	 playing	 in	 the	 next	 forty	 years…some	 for	 a	 third,	 fourth…even	 a	 fifth	 dose.	 As	 PCVs	 we	 were
teachers,	 archaeologists,	 photographers,	 school	 builders,	 community	 organizers,	 department	 chairs,
librarians,	TV	performers,	beekeepers,	farmers,	tree	planters,	public	speakers	and	a	myriad	other	things
that,	had	we	stayed	home	we	would	never	have	been,	smelled,	 tasted,	or	 learned	 in	 those	 two	or	 three
short	 years.	 We	 learned	 what	 it	 meant	 to	 be	 outsiders	 and	 honored	 and	 not-so-honored	 guests	 as













just	 seemed	natural	 that	 the	next	would	and	 then	 the	next.	But	 the	simplicity	of	 that	belies	 the	streak	of
















dramatic	 presentations.	 One	 of	 us	 who	 dabbled	 in	 amateur	 archaeology	 was	 dropped	 altogether	 as	 a





on	 apiculture	 or	 having	 healthy	 babies	 or	 performed	 American	 folk	 songs	 on	 national	 TV,	 which
admittedly	at	the	time	amounted	to	some	200	televisions.
And	while	at	times	it	actually	felt	like	the	hardest	job	you’ll	ever	love,	one	of	the	hardest	parts	of	the
job	 at	 first	 seemed	 to	 be	 the	 best…filling	 in	 the	 downtime	 in	 our	 jobs…the	 excessive	 surprise,
unscheduled,	day	upon	day	upon	week	of	unplanned	time	off	due	to	holidays	and	celebrations.	We	learned
quickly	what	 it	meant	 to	be	an	honorific	 society,	where	 independence	day	was	 followed	by	Liberation
Day	and	by	Christmas	and	New	Year’s	and	Hero’s	Day	and	 the	start,	and	end,	of	Ramadan	and	 if	 in	a
former	British	colony,	Boxing	Day.
Having	left	the	comfort	of	living	amongst	family	and	friends	who	naturally	occupied	the	spaces	of	our























were	 for	 life	 in	 Nigeria	 or	 Ghana	 or	 wherever,	 as	 Peace	 Corps	 Volunteers.	 And	 we	 questioned	 the
wisdom	of	the	weekly	posting,	after	dinner	on	Thursday	evenings,	of	those	who	were	not	being	invited	to






extreme	physical	 challenge	 as	 the	method	of	 choice	 for	 preparing	PCVs	 to	 be	 successful	 at	 living	 and
working	in	unfamiliar	places	around	the	world.
Early	on,	Peace	Corps	worked	hard	 to	 recruit	 childless,	married	 couples…maybe	 thinking	 that	 two











came	back	 to	was	as	we	had	 left	 it.	There	were	differences…more	houses,	more	or	bigger	kids,	older
friends,	newer	cars…but	as	the	anthropologist	E.	T.	Hall	has	said,	the	most	important	parts	of	any	culture





their	 own	 needs,	 where	 people	 who	were	 in	 a	 day-to-day	 struggle	 to	 survive	were	 still	 cheerful	 and
welcoming	 to	 strangers.	We	 saw	 the	 depth	 of	 extended	 families	 and	 the	 values	 inherent	 in	 traditional
communities.	We	also	 saw	how	 the	 introduction	of	 religions	 and	belief	 systems	 from	 the	outside	were




to	 give	 more	 emphasis	 to	 the	 people	 side	 of	 our	 lives,	 to	 the	 interactions	 we	 have	 in	 our	 jobs	 and
communities,	 to	 the	perspectives	we	bring	on	how	we	should	deal	with	each	other;	whether	 that	be	 the
people	 next	 door	 or	 a	 wider	 international	 community.	 Individually,	 we’ve	 turned	 into	 public	 health
professionals	 and	 development	 workers	 in	 other	 international	 organizations	 and	 NGOs,	 college














MY	 PARENTS	ARRIVED	 IN	 SAN	 FRANCISCO	 FOR	 THE	UNVEILING	OF	 THEIR	 FIRST	GRANDCHILD	 EXACTLY	ONE	MONTH
after	she’d	made	her	debut	in	the	Kaiser	Permanente	delivery	room.	My	mother	of	immaculate	house	fame
would	get	her	 first	glimpse	of	my	skills	as	a	housekeeper.	She	and	my	 father	would	be	 sleeping	under
their	married	daughter’s	roof	for	the	first	time.
Fortunately,	 they’d	never	considered	a	 trip	 to	 see	us	 in	Africa;	going	abroad	was	not	much	done	 in
their	circles	in	the	sixties,	an	unimaginable	extravagance	for	someone	with	kids	in	college	whose	vacation
traditions	tended	toward	visits	with	the	relatives	and	camping	in	national	parks.	Besides,	if	international




of	 soldiers	with	machine	 guns,	 two	 accompanying	me	back	 into	 the	 bathroom	 to	 retrieve	 the	 purse	 I’d
somehow	managed	to	leave	behind.


























who	 had	 cleared	 them	 of	 the	 previous	 occupants	 in	 a	 mini-drama	 of	 shout	 and	 gesture.	 When	 the
unfortunates	who’d	been	occupying	the	seats	didn’t	go	willingly,	they	were	dragged	out	and	shoved	down
the	 aisle.	Our	 protestations	were	 ignored.	We	 acquiesced	 in	 this	 humiliating	 situation;	 our	 rudimentary







Peace	 Corps	 training	 staff	 had	 warned	 us	 about	 dangers	 we	 would	 encounter,	 including	 a	 list	 of









one	of	 them	with	 such	 force	 that	 she	went	 flying	 through	 the	 air	before	 landing	 in	 the	 street	 a	distance
away.
That	was	 the	night	we	arrived	 in	Addis.	We	were	 just	barely	on	 the	ground,	having	 landed	at	Haile
Selassie	International	Airport	two	hours	before.
On	the	bus	ride	into	the	city,	we	inhaled	our	first	amazed	breaths	of	African	air,	thick	with	smoke	from
cooking	 fires,	 the	pungency	of	eucalyptus.	The	 ride	was	punctuated	with	 frequent	 stops,	our	bus	driver
slamming	 on	 the	 brakes,	 honking	 his	 horn,	 leaning	 out	 the	 side	window	 to	 shout	 and	 shake	 his	 arm	 at
shepherds	with	their	flocks	of	goats	or	sheep	blocking	the	road.	The	darkness,	at	6	P.M.	in	this	part	of	the
world	 close	 to	 the	 equator,	 was	 part	 of	 the	 unfamiliar	 territory.	 We	 were	 Northerners,	 used	 to	 long
summer	nights	and,	once	night	came,	there	were	always	streetlights.
The	bus	delivered	us	to	the	hotel	where	we	were	to	check	in	and	have	a	first	formal	welcome	to	the






Maybe	 Susan	 and	 Charlie	 weren’t	 behind	me.	Maybe	 I	 ran	 faster,	my	 husband’s	 peremptory	 order
being	 so	 urgent.	 When	 a	 person	 you	 trust,	 someone	 whose	 vocal	 modulations	 you	 know	 intimately,

















Less	 than	 twenty-four	 hours	 before,	 I’d	 been	 sitting	 next	 to	 Susan	 on	 a	 bench	 in	 the	 airport	 in
Amsterdam	when	Charlie	came	over	and	dropped	a	small	glossy	package	in	her	lap.	I	watched	her	open
the	tiny	bottle	of	French	perfume	he’d	just	bought	her	in	the	duty-free	shop,	teasing	her	about	wearing	it	on

















driver	 gestured	 toward	 the	 scene	 ahead,	 speaking	 to	 us	 in	 Italian	 (ferengi	 in	 northern	 Ethiopia	 were
assumed	to	be	Italian,	or	at	least	be	able	to	speak	the	language).	“Scusi!”	he	said,	and	then,	in	English	this
time,	“We	are	soon	to	arrive,	Maychew.	You	see?	Is	visible,	your	town!”
We	 were	 about	 to	 set	 foot	 in	 our	 village,	 on	 a	 high	 plateau	 in	 the	 mountains	 of	 Tigre	 Province,
Ethiopia,	 the	Horn	 of	Africa.	We	were	 to	 be	 the	 first	 ferengi	 in	 residence.	We’d	 volunteered	 for	 this.
Peace	Corps	didn’t	send	people	to	outpost	locations	if	they	didn’t	want	to	go.
We	were	so	relieved	to	be	getting	off	the	bus	that	we	were	primed	to	view	whatever	awaited	us	as	a
marvel	and	a	 refuge.	The	 living	quarters	 they’d	rented	for	us	were	of	 typical	chico	construction,	sticks
and	mud,	the	Ethiopian	version	of	adobe.	Bright	green	shutters	opened	to	let	in	the	light,	the	flies,	and	the
occasional	chicken.	The	amenities:	a	tin	roof,	cement	floors	in	the	living	room	and	bedroom,	a	light	bulb







system	dictated	by	 the	Peace	Corps	Health	Officer	 so	 that	any	water	we	 touched	would	have	“sat”	 for
forty-eight	hours,	after	which	the	flukes	of	 the	schistosomiasis	snail	would	no	longer	pose	a	danger.	At
that	point	we	were	free	to	boil	the	cloudy	water	for	the	twenty-minute	minimum,	after	which	we	poured	it





agreement.	 Should	 the	 need	 to	make	 this	 journey	 occur	 in	 the	middle	 of	 the	 night,	 it	was	made	 to	 the
accompaniment	of	the	nocturnal	song	of	the	hyena,	whose	laughing	howl	we	heard	every	single	night.
No,	it	never	occurred	to	me	to	invite	my	parents	to	visit	us	in	Africa.	But	entertaining	them	in	our	San


















also	a	 somewhat	 left-leaning	campus	where	 students	have	a	deep	 interest	 in	making	 the	world	a	better
place.	The	courses	I	teach	are	international	in	scope,	focusing	on	environment,	development,	and	Africa.





I	 don’t	 think	 I	was	 ever	 out	 to	 save	 the	world.	 I	was	 pretty	 cynical	 about	 development	 in	 general,
having	 read	 many	 of	 the	 classic	 development	 critiques	 in	 my	 anthropology,	 history,	 and	 economics
courses.	No,	 I	 think	 I	 joined	 Peace	Corps	 to	 experience	 the	world	 in	 some	 remote	 part	 of	 that	 global
South.	I	wanted	to	be	as	far	away	from	the	“West”	as	I	could.	If	I	am	to	be	brutally	honest,	I	believe	this
desire	to	be	“away	from	the	West”	probably	had	something	to	do	with	my	mixed	feelings	about	where	I
grew	 up,	 in	 the	 suburbs	 outside	 of	 Chicago.	 Clearly	 I	 had	 benefited	 from	 the	 good	 schooling	 this
environment	had	provided	me.	Yet	my	college	education	and	experiences	abroad	made	me	increasingly















French,	 learned	 a	 local	 language	 known	 as	 Bamanan	 or	 Bambara,	 studied	 community	 development
approaches,	and	learned	country-specific	skills	related	to	my	chosen	technical	sector	of	agriculture	and
community	gardening.	To	say	that	I	was	an	agricultural	expert	would	be	a	huge	misnomer.	I	had	studied
history	 as	 an	 undergraduate	 and	 played	 around	 in	 the	 garden	 growing	 up.	 About	 the	 only	 other
qualification	 I	 could	 claim	was	 a	 high	 school	 career	 test	which	 indicated,	 to	 the	 horror	 of	 the	 school
guidance	counselor,	that	I	should	be	a	farmer.
Training	 was	 amazing	 in	 terms	 of	 quality,	 as	 well	 as	 in	 the	 opportunity	 to	 bond	 with	 fifty	 other
Volunteers	who	formed	my	training	group;	I	was	ready	to	begin	my	service	when	the	training	period	was
over.
Having	 listened	 to	my	 request	 for	 a	 remote,	 rural	 site,	 I	was	 sent	 to	 small	Bamanan	village	of	 200
people	about	fifty	kilometers	from	the	nearest	paved	road.	There	were	two	other	French	speakers	in	my

















real	physical	 limits	 to	how	much	I	could	do.	This	meant	 lots	of	 time	reading	during	 the	rainy	season.	 I
remember	becoming	totally	engrossed	in	Tolkien’s	Lord	of	the	Rings	trilogy	and	then	emerging	from	my
hut	to	rejoin	village	life.	It	could	be	surreal,	very	surreal.
While	 I	 was	 trained	 to	 be	 a	 gardening	 volunteer,	 I	 quickly	 learned	 that	 I	 had	 little	 in	 the	 way	 of
agricultural	insight	to	offer	to	members	of	this	community.	In	fact,	the	more	I	observed,	the	more	I	became







lined	 well;	 offered	 basic	 nutrition	 training;	 grafted	 fruit	 trees;	 and	 experimented	 with	 different	 agro-










been	 hell-bent	 on	 writing	 a	 dissertation	 at	 the	 time,	 or	 bound	 and	 determined	 to	 mount	 some	 huge
development	project,	I	am	not	sure	I	would	have	learned	half	of	what	I	did.
Mine	 being	 well-trained,	 critical	 students,	 it	 is	 usually	 at	 about	 this	 time	 that	 I	 get	 two	 to	 three
somewhat	interrelated	questions.
First,	isn’t	the	whole	development	process	a	flawed,	neo-imperialist	project?	(I	told	you	I	have	left-










good	that	could	be	delivered	by	a	government	organization.	Perhaps	 this	 is	a	 triumph	of	Reaganism,	or







the	way	of	work,	 but	 these	were	 the	 exception.	Some	of	 these	 individuals	were	 suffering	 from	culture
shock	 and/or	 depression;	 others	 eventually	 went	 home	 early.	 However,	 by	 and	 large,	 most	 of	 the
Volunteers	 were	 hard	 working.	 I	 also	 remind	 my	 students	 that	 Peace	 Corps	 is	 more	 than	 just	 a
development	organization,	but	 serves	as	a	vehicle	 for	cross-cultural	exchange.	While	what	we	actually
did	 as	 Volunteers	 may	 be	 difficult	 to	 quantify,	 the	 understanding	 we	 brought	 back	 home	 is	 just	 as
important.	God	knows,	the	lumbering	giant	we	call	America	can	always	use	a	more	informed	citizenry.
In	other	cases,	Volunteers	often	plant	seeds	that	take	years	to	bloom.	I	remember	being	frustrated	that	a
large	 community	 garden	 was	 never	 established	 in	 my	 village	 when	 I	 was	 there—despite	 numerous
suggestions	 that	 this	 be	 considered.	 I	 went	 back	 several	 years	 later	 to	 discover	 that	 one	 had	 been
established	and	they	thanked	me	for	initiating	the	idea.




there	 is	 something	 very	 important	 to	 be	 gained	 from	 living	 outside	 of	 your	 culture	 and	 country.	 It	 also
allows	one	to	appreciate	 the	immense	power	that	 the	U.S.	exerts	on	the	rest	of	 the	world.	Peace	Corps
isn’t	for	everyone,	and	that	my	positive	tenure	may	not	be	the	norm.	But	I	also	want	my	students	to	make


























vazaha.”	 Vazaha	 implied	 paleness.	 Meant	 foreignness.	 And	 insinuated	 ignorance—an	 ignorance	 we
unwittingly	accepted.






arrived	 in	 Mad	 Land.	 I	 had	 imagined	 there	 would	 be	 wild	 fruits	 at	 copious	 markets,	 but	 I	 never
contemplated	the	art	of	baking	in	the	developing	world	or	the	edibility	of	meat	colored	ruby.	Gaby,	our
official	cook,	invited	us	into	his	kitchen	and	tried	to	teach	us	how	to	make	our	favorites	with	limited	tools.




A	 famadihina	 is	 a	 celebration	 held	 every	 few	 years	 whereupon	 Malagasy	 families	 remove	 their
relatives’	 bones	 from	 tombs	 and	 rewrap	 them	 in	 new	 lambahoany,	 or	 cloth.	 There	 is	 moonshine	 and
dancing	and	a	traditional	fatty	pork	meal	of	whole	pig.	My	group	had	attended	one	such	event.
We	 sat	 at	 a	 long	 wooden	 table—hands	 folded	 in	 our	 laps,	 underneath	 a	 wet	 weather	 tarp—and
practiced	 our	 language.	 Bowls	 of	 vary	 mena—red	 rice—and	 plates	 of	 pork	 steamed	 with	 oil.	 The








Litchis,	 papaya,	 ampalibe,	 zaty,	 mangoes,	 oranges,	 passion	 fruit,	 corresol,	 and	 even	 watermelon
abounded;	I	lived	a	dream	friends	envied.	My	markets’	generous	offerings	in	mind,	we	had	planned	our
meal	 via	 letters:	 coconut	 chicken,	 garlic	 mashed	 potatoes,	 sautéed	 carrots	 and	 green	 beans,	 stuffing,
banana	 bread	 and	 as	much	 beer	 as	 we	 could	 afford.	We	would	 pool	 our	 resources	 to	 purchase	 these
extravagances—spare	no	expense—butter,	flour,	coconut,	and	rum.
Stephanie	 had	 arrived	 a	 day	 early.	When	 the	 pigs’	 play	 awoke	 me,	 a	 familiar	 hollow	 feeling	 had
invaded	my	belly:	the	hungry/full	symptom	of	giardia.	In	America,	we	see	doctors	for	this.	In	Madagascar,
I	 co-existed	 with	 it	 for	 two	 years.	 It	 lay	 latent,	 waiting	 to	 strike	 once	 every	 month.	 Still,	 I	 followed








During	 training,	 after	 the	pig	 jaw	 incident,	 I	 had	 refused	 to	 eat	 in	 a	hotely.	By	Thanksgiving,	 I	 had
fallen	in	love	with	these	reminders	of	bar-food-gone-bad	at	a	hole-in-the-wall.
When	I	had	first	arrived	in	my	village,	I	had	tiptoed	around	most	foods	like	one	circles	an	elephant—
peculiar,	 obvious	 and	 maybe	 even	 deadly—at	 the	 front	 door.	 My	 first	 meal	 in	 Vatomandry	 had	 been
Quaker	Oats—a	gift	I	pulled	from	a	care	package	after	I	waved	my	Jeep/escort	goodbye.
My	 shoulders	 had	 curled	 as	 my	 chest	 sunk	 and	 spine	 condensed	 around	 my	 abdomen:	 instant
apprehension.	 I	 went	 inside	my	 house	 for	 the	 first	 time	 alone.	 In	my	 concrete	 hut,	 I	 eyed	 the	 skeletal




















Michelle	 lived	 in	 a	 town	 near	me.	During	 our	 first	 few	weeks,	we	 had	 thought	 only	 of	 food,	 often
feeling	as	if	we	were	starving.	A	tomato	and	a	cup	of	pasta	washed	through	our	bowels	like	sand	from
shore.	We	needed	sustenance—heavy	and	thick,	doughy	and	greasy,	chunky	and	chewy.	We	prepared	oil-
logged	 spaghetti	 and	 fried	 eggplant	 by	 the	 subtle	 glow	 of	 candlelight.	We	 next	 endeavored	 to	 produce
shrimp	scampi	and	French	fries.	The	shrimp	were	little	larger	than	maggots.	By	our	third	meal	together,
we	realized	we	needed	meat—the	land-dwelling	kind.






create	 hamburgers,	 chili,	 honey	 roasted	 nuts,	 refried	 beans,	 nachos	 and	 tacos,	 tuna	 and	 salmon—even
brownies.	On	daily	jaunts	to	market,	we	faced	cow	and	pig,	just	dead	and	splayed	out.	I	had	learned	to










My	 first	 day	 at	 site—after	 the	 stove	 incident—a	 tiny	 girl	 had	 popped	 into	 the	 frame	 of	 my	 open
window.	 Florence.	 I	 noted	 her	 rank	 odor.	 Still,	 she	 became	my	 teacher	 and	 best	 friend.	 Prideful,	 she
behaved	differently	 from	 the	 typically	 timid	Malagasy;	whenever	 I	whined	 loneliness	 she	would	 try	 to
send	me	 on	 a	 blind	 date	 with	 an	 eligible,	 clean	man.	 Together,	 we	 de-shelled,	 roasted,	 and	 pounded
peanuts	with	sugar,	salt,	and	honey	until	they	were	creamy	paste.	She	taught	me	to	round	my	mofo	gasy—a
cake-like,	sweet	bread.	 I	showed	her	how	to	stew	tomatoes.	We	ate	meals	 together	and	 talked	politics,
boys,	hopes	and	dreams.	We	communicated	best	in	the	kitchen—my	hands	kneading,	mixing,	chopping.



















The	 sun	 shone	 in,	 pawing	 at	 our	 skin	 like	 cactus	 thumbs.	We	 laughed	 about	my	bubble-blue	walls	 and
defective	stove.	We	grazed	well	into	dark,	and,	when	Florence	came	by,	we	gave	her	family	the	leftovers.
I	noticed,	during	my	first	Thanksgiving	back	in	the	States,	that	everything	in	the	green	bean	casserole
came	 from	 a	 can.	 The	 turkey	 arrived	 at	 our	 door	 as	 cold	 and	 white	 as	 a	 snowflake.	 The	 bread	 just
















































a	kitchen,	bathroom,	and	 living	 room.	 It	was	 in	a	 six-unit	building	about	 twenty	minutes	walk	 from	 the
school	in	a	very	nice	area	of	Lagos	called	Apapa.	From	my	front	window,	I	could	view	an	undeveloped
field	with	a	small	community	center	recreation	building	behind	which	was	a	big	Kingsway	supermarket.
There	were	 shops	 that	 sold	 fruit	 and	 vegetables,	 a	 beauty	 parlor,	 a	 bakery,	 a	 butcher	 shop,	 a	 clothing
store,	and	a	place	to	buy	gas	containers	for	heating	water.
Down	 the	 block	 from	my	place,	 separated	 by	 a	 parking	 lot,	was	 the	 fancy	Excelsior	Hotel	 and	 the
famous	Moroccan	Room	with	a	band	and	bar	and	nightly	dancing.	I,	of	course,	was	a	good	girl,	and	only
visited	 to	 see	 what	 was	 going	 on	 there.	 I	 lived	 on	 the	 corner	 lot.	 The	 “ashewos”	 (Yoruba	 word	 for
prostitutes)	 used	 to	 stand	 in	 front	 of	my	 apartment.	When	 the	 headlights	 of	 cars	 came	 down	 the	 road,
they’d	shine	on	these	ladies	before	making	the	turn,	and	I’d	watch	them	from	my	third-floor	balcony.
It	wasn’t	easy	being	green,	never	having	had	a	class	of	my	own.	The	school	was	organized	into	Five
Forms,	 the	 first,	 corresponding	 to	 Freshman;	 the	 second,	 Sophomores;	 the	 third,	 Juniors,	 the	 fourth,
Seniors,	and	the	fifth,	those	who	were	in	school	for	an	extra	year	to	prepare	and	take	advanced	placement
tests.	 I	was	 lucky	in	one	sense,	 though,	because	another	Peace	Corps	 teacher	was	at	my	school,	and	he
was	already	there	when	I	arrived.
Duane	was	a	math	teacher	from	Seattle.	How	nice	for	both	of	us	to	be	able	to	commiserate	and	to	talk
about	 our	 situation,	 especially	when	 things	weren’t	 going	well.	 I	 had	 a	 shoulder	 to	 lean	 on	when	 the
headmaster	caned	my	P.E.	class	for	not	coming	in	on	time	because	I	had	not	insisted	that	they	stop	their
soccer	game.	Duane	helped	me	when	I	had	uncomfortable	encounters	with	an	British	English	teacher,	who



















the	perfect	 place	 for	 all	 of	 these.	 I	 collected	many	 traditional	 instruments	 and	 loved	 to	 “jam”	with	 the
students.	I	often	went	highlife	dancing	with	Nigerian	friends.	Having	been	a	Scout	counselor	for	years	in
California,	I	brought	an	innocence	coupled	with	enthusiasm	that	helped	me	move	forward	to	organize	the





I	 saw	 a	 country	 in	 turmoil:	 coups,	 killings,	 corruption,	 cultural	 clashes,	 and	 political	 instability.	 I
marveled	 at	 the	many	 living	 languages	 spoken	 by	 divergent	 tribes,	 fell	 in	 love	with	 the	 folk	 art,	 came
away	with	new	perspectives,	and	made	many	meaningful	friendships.
When	I	returned	from	the	Peace	Corps,	I	went	back	to	graduate	school,	got	an	M.A.	in	Comparative
Folklore	 and	Mythology	 at	 UCLA	with	 an	 emphasis	 on	 African	 Studies	 and	 did	 a	 master’s	 thesis	 on
Yoruba	folklore.	My	first	job	was	in	Los	Angeles	as	an	A.B.E	(adult	basic	education)	teacher	and	later	I




I	 can	 immediately	 recognize	when	 a	Nigerian	 is	 speaking	English.	One	day,	 not	 so	 long	 ago,	 as	 I	was




He	 then	 told	me	 that	 school	was	where	he	had	been	a	 student.	Now	 that	was	 something!	Out	of	55








A	 Yoruba	 proverb	 says,	 “One	 does	 not	 easily	 or	 casually	 take	 the	 child	 from	 the	 palm-nut.”	 Mr.
Oyekan	Omomoyela	 (in	The	Good	Person:	Excerpts	 from	 the	Yoruba	Proverb	Treasury)	 explains:	 “It











Africa.	 The	 cultural	 distance	 may	 have	 been	 even	 further	 for	 this	 ranch-raised	 sixty-year-old	 woman
traveling	to	Africa	with	the	United	States	Peace	Corps.
The	sights	and	sounds	of	the	July	day	I	began	my	journey	are	burned	in	my	mind	like	a	brand	on	a	calf.
High	trill	voices	rang	out	 in	greeting	over	 the	rocky,	red	hills,	echoing	back	to	 the	chief’s	kraal.	Black
pots	bubbled	over	open	cook	fires	watched	by	black	faces	eager	to	meet	the	Americans	arriving	on	a	big
bus	from	Pretoria.	The	chief’s	kraal	harkens	back	hundreds	of	years	to	when	it	was	actually	a	corral	to
hold	 livestock	 or	 a	 cluster	 of	 buildings	 to	 hold	 the	 chief’s	 family	 and	 their	 possessions.	 The	modern







Dancing,	 singing,	 eating,	 and	 speeches	 filled	 the	 middle	 of	 a	 sunny	 winter	 day	 (the	 seasons	 are
opposite	those	in	the	northern	hemisphere).	Then,	it	was	off	to	our	host	homes	to	get	acquainted	with	those
who	would	be	our	families	for	the	next	few	weeks.	The	village	had	conducted	meetings	long	before	our







After	 a	 ride	 on	 public	 transport,	 a	 fifteen-passenger	 van,	 I	 toured	 Stella’s	 rather	 surprisingly	 large
home	built	of	brick	and	cement.	The	home	contained	three	bedrooms,	living	room,	kitchen,	and	a	sewing
room.	 It	 also	 had	 space	 for	 two	 bathrooms,	 which	 lacked	 any	 plumbing	whatsoever.	 But	 it	 did	 boast
electricity,	 an	 electric	 range,	 refrigerator,	 television,	 and	 telephone.	 Most	 of	 the	 rooms	 had	 not	 been
finished	on	the	inside	and	there	was	no	insulation	or	central	heat.
The	house	was	surrounded	by	an	expansive	yard	of	dirt	 that	was	swept	clean	each	day.	 In	 the	back










Most	 of	 the	 younger	 Peace	Corps	Volunteers	 came	 to	 fondly	 refer	 to	 their	 host	women	 as	 “Mom.”
Stella	and	I	felt	that	we	were	more	like	sisters,	so	she	became	Sister	Stella.	And	I	became	Sister	Starley,
or	Ausi	Naledi.	 (Ausi	 is	 the	Setswana	 name	 for	 sister	 and	naledi	 the	 Setswana	word	 for	 Star.)	 I	 also
became	Kele’s	granny	or	koko	in	Setswana.	Kele	proudly	told	all	his	classmates	at	preschool	that	he	“has
a	white	granny	now.”
Stella’s	 youngest	 daughter,	 Tsolofelo,	mother	 of	Kele,	was	 home	 for	 a	 few	 days	 before	 she	 had	 to
return	to	college,	so	she	cooked	dinner	my	first	night	there.	We	all	huddled	in	the	living	roomed	wrapped
in	wool	blankets	and	ate	our	meal	in	front	of	the	television,	which	came	to	be	our	custom	during	my	stay.
The	 meal	 consisted	 of	 chicken,	 beets,	 squash,	 cabbage	 slaw,	 and	 the	 staple	 food	 of	 most	 natives,	 a
cornmeal	mush	called	pap.	I	never	learned	to	like	pap,	but	I	learned	to	cook	it	and	occasionally	ate	some.
Our	Peace	Corps	literature	had	warned	us	that	it	might	be	cold,	but	I	hadn’t	realized	how	bone-chilling

















It	 seemed	 that	 nearly	 all	 of	 the	 people	 of	 the	 village	 were	 keenly	 interested	 in	 learning	 about






I	 found	 that	 people	were	 often	 totally	 fascinated	with	my	gray,	 curly	 hair.	The	 children,	 especially,
seemed	to	enjoy	touching	it.





As	a	 chill	 invaded	 the	house,	 I	gathered	 the	 teacups	and	 returned	 to	 the	kitchen	 to	make	dinner,	 the
chore	I	inherited	when	Stella’s	daughter	returned	to	college.	Stella	delighted	in	eating	such	creations	as












The	 couple	 had	 four	 children	 and	 eventually	 built	 a	 home.	But	 before	 the	 home	 could	 be	 finished,
Stella’s	husband	died.	He	had	 led	something	of	a	clandestine	 life	outside	of	 their	marriage	and	 left	her
penniless.	Stella	had	always	valued	learning	and	insisted	that	the	children	be	educated.	Her	husband	did
not	 share	 that	 ideal,	 and	 so	 she	 put	much	 of	 her	 own	 earnings	 into	 sending	 three	 of	 the	 four	 children











“My	mother	had	 a	beautiful	 home	 in	Sophiatown	 in	 the	1950s	 and	 a	good	 job	 cleaning	 for	 a	white
woman.	My	father	had	died,	but	we	were	doing	fine.	Some	of	the	older	children	were	working	or	living
out	of	the	home.	I	was	home	watching	my	three	younger	siblings	when	an	awful	day	unfolded.”





While	she	was	gone,	 the	bulldozers	came	to	 take	down	our	house.	 I	was	 ten	years	old	and	my	siblings
were	ages	two,	five,	and	seven.	The	men	took	some	of	the	furniture	out	into	the	yard.	I	sat	on	the	couch
with	 the	 little	 ones.	While	 they	 cried,	 we	 watched	 the	 big	 machines	 tumble	 our	 home	 into	 a	 pile	 of
rubble.”
Stella	 didn’t	 know	what	 to	do,	 but	 eventually	 some	 friends	 saw	 the	 children	 and	went	 to	 find	 their
mother.	 Stella’s	mother	 returned	 and	was	 able	 to	 get	 the	 younger	 children	 to	 relatives.	 Stella	 and	 her
mother	went	to	the	home	of	her	mother’s	employer.
“That	kind	white	women	took	us	in	and	hid	us	in	her	home	for	some	time.	It	was	illegal	to	do	so,	but
















a	 large	 orange	 tent,	 I	 partook	 of	 the	meal.	 I	 astonished	 people	 later	 by	 dancing	 a	 lively	 jitterbug	with
another	wedding	guest.



























This	 is	 the	 road	 to	 the	 Child	 Health	 Center,	 where	 mothers	 and	 teachers	 bring	 the	 children	 for
vaccinations,	each	child	screaming	every	time	a	needle	goes	in,	no	matter	whose	arm	is	stuck.









The	 music	 stops.	 The	 road	 has	 ended.	 Beyond	 is	 the	 forest.	 I	 turn	 back,	 back	 to	 my	 cinderblock
“professor’s	house,”	my	home	for	two	years.















I	AM	ONE	OF	 THE	 FORTUNATE	 FEW	 LAWYERS	WHO	 JOINED	 THE	 PEACE	CORPS	AND	WAS	ABLE	 TO	 SERVE	AS	BOTH	A
Volunteer	and	attorney.
When	 I	 arrived	 in	Mogadishu,	Somalia	had	been	an	 independent	nation	 for	 less	 than	 six	years.	The
Somali	Republic	consisted	of	two	former	colonies,	the	northern	part	of	the	country	on	the	Red	Sea,	which
had	 been	 British	 Somaliland;	 and	 the	 southern	 part	 along	 the	 Indian	 Ocean	 from	 Cape	 Guardafui	 to
Kismayo,	which	had	been	Italian	Somaliland.	On	July	1,	1960,	the	two	became	one	country,	with	a	five-
pointed	white	 star	 on	 a	 field	 of	 blue	 as	 the	 national	 flag.	 Each	 point	 of	 the	 star	 symbolized	 a	 Somali
population	divided	by	 the	 colonial	powers	 in	 the	 late	nineteenth	 century:	French	Somaliland,	 (now	 the
independent	country	of	Djibouti),	the	Ogaden	Region	(then	and	now	part	of	neighboring	Ethiopia),	and	the




Somali,	 at	 the	 time,	was	 an	 unwritten	 language.	All	 laws	were	 printed	 by	 the	Government	 Printing
Office	 in	 English,	 Italian,	 or	 Arabic.	 The	 Somalis	 desperately	 needed	 legal	 translators,	 primarily	 to
translate	the	laws	from	Italian	into	English	and	vice	versa.
Somewhere	 in	 the	 process	 of	 applying	 for	 our	 group	 of	 Peace	 Corps	 Volunteers,	 the	 Somali
government	thought	they	had	asked	for	lawyers	qualified	as	legal	translators.	Yet	we	were	neither	told	of
nor	trained	for	this	job	description.	We	did	attend	rudimentary	Italian	classes.	On	a	scale	of	1	to	10,	with
10	 being	 the	 highest	 language	 proficiency,	we	were	 probably	 slightly	 above	 1	 by	 the	 time	we	 left	 for
Somalia.
My	market	Somali	was	better	than	my	Italian.


















Unlike	 in	 the	 United	 States,	 where	 government	 attorneys	 prosecute	 criminal	 cases,	 Somali	 police







day,	 I	 wrote	 the	 number	 “48”	 on	 the	 blackboard	 or	 flip	 chart.	 Before	 dismissing	 them,	 I	 would	 ask
different	policemen	the	significance	of	the	number	and	to	explain	the	forty-eight	hour	rule.	I	taught	at	the
Academy	every	week	for	most	of	my	two	years	in	Somalia	until	I	left	in	May	1968.









years,	 in	 solitary	 confinement,	 in	 underground	 cells	 in	 an	 East	 German-built	 prison.	 They	 were
imprisoned	 because	 of	 their	 integrity	 and	 commitment	 to	 the	 democratic	 principles	 embodied	 in	 the
Somali	Constitution.
This	particular	Somali	nightmare	ended	 in	1991	when	Mohamed	Siad	Barre,	 the	President	 for	Life,
was	 overthrown	 and	 ignominiously	 fled	 the	 country.	A	 new	 catastrophe	 befell	 the	 Somalis	 as	warring
factions,	based	on	tribal	and	clan	lines,	fought	each	other	for	power.	The	different	warlords	engaged	in
wholesale	 extortion	of	 relief	 agencies	 trying	 to	provide	 food,	medicine,	 and	 shelter	 to	 the	hundreds	of
thousands	of	displaced	civilians.
In	November	1992,	President	Bush	 initiated	Operation	Restore	Hope.	This	was	a	 real	 international
coalition.	U.S.	troops,	along	with	soldiers	from	Australia,	Botswana,	France,	Nigeria,	Pakistan,	and	other
nations,	went	to	Somalia	to	protect	 the	delivery	of	humanitarian	assistance.	President	Clinton	continued





















Under	 the	 rules	 established	 by	 the	military	 coalition,	 Somali	 police	were	 not	 allowed	 to	 carry	 any












































eleven	 years	 as	 a	 “volunteer”	 after	 leaving	 my	 Peace	 Corps	 assignment	 in	 Zaire,	 I	 also	 started	 a
children’s	magazine	there	called	Bleu/Blanc,	which	exists	to	this	day.



















from	work—were	 hundreds	 deep	 at	 the	 truck	 stops	 and	 along	 the	 dirt	 paths	 lined	with	wooden	 tables
selling	grilled	turkey	tails,	soap,	cigarettes,	and	skin-lightening	creams.
God,	I	was	homesick	for	this	place!	This	vile,	gorgeous,	snarly,	exhilarating,	insane,	deep,	and	terrible
place.	 For	 two	 years	 now,	 I	 had	 been	 dreaming	 of	 this	 Congo	 and	 in	 a	 few	 days	 I	would	 be	 leaving
forever.	 Through	 tear-lashed	 eyes,	 I	 remembered	 the	 birds—the	 kingfishers	 that	 splashed	 in	my	water
barrel	and	the	nightingale	that	sang	every	evening	around	eight.	I	thought	of	the	flocks	of	mousebirds	that
hung	 like	 long-tailed	 ornaments	 in	 the	 trees,	 and	 the	 grass	 finches	 that	 eluded	 our	 rat-trap	 cat.	 I
remembered	the	cattle	egrets	overhead	that	gave	me	courage	under	fire.
Zaire,	Zaire,	I’d	loved	you	so!	And,	oh,	how	I’d	hated	you.	You	taught	me	a	lifetime	of	lessons	that	I








































Kamponde	 is	where	 I	 prayed	 for	 rain	 so	 I	 could	wash	my	 long	 hair;	where	 I	 danced	 around	 fires,
learned	 to	 play	 a	 better	 guitar	 with	 a	 Peace	 Corps	 boyfriend	who	 visited	 from	 time	 to	 time;	where	 I
walked	behind	mothers	carrying	babies	to	their	graves.


























1995.	He	went	on	 to	string	for	 the	AP	and	several	big	American	dailies;	 the	Internet	now	allows	us	 to
keep	in	touch.













I	 waved	 at	 children	 along	 the	 dirt	 road,	 some	 little	 faces	 frozen	 in	 fear	 at	 seeing	 their	 first	 white
woman.	My	heart	pounded	as	we	crossed	the	rusted	railroad	tracks,	a	sign	that	we	were	near	the	village.
I	took	in	the	sour	smell	of	manioc	root,	the	smoke	from	brush	fires	set	to	scatter	the	snakes,	as	our	jeep,






There	 was	 the	 dingy	 Peace	 Corps	 house,	 white	 with	 royal-blue	 trim,	 across	 from	 the	 church,	 in	 a
compound	that	had	once	bustled	with	Belgian	missionaries,	electricity,	and	colorful	bougainvillea.
The	people	of	this	Central	African	nation	have	been	so	drained	by	war,	corruption	and	neglect,	that	I
feared	 for	 the	 worst	 and	 hoped	 only	 for	 a	 few	 familiar	 faces.	 Most	 of	 all,	 I	 longed	 for	 the	 face	 of
Tshinyama	Mwananzoi.
Another	former	student	in	Kinshasa,	the	Congolese	capital	where	I	had	begun	my	journey,	told	me	he
















Joseph	 and	 his	 lifelong	 neighbor	 Placide,	 their	 elderly	 wives	 and	 dozens	 of	 other	 villagers	 were
shaking	their	heads,	calling	“Miss	Elizabeth?”	as	they	gathered	at	the	old	wooden	doors	of	the	terra	cotta-
roofed	church,	beneath	the	moon	now	rising	above	the	mango	trees.
























































A	 tin	 cup	 with	 plastic	 rosary	 beads	 and	 a	 twig	 of	 bougainvillea	 made	 a	 makeshift	 altar	 near	 her
balding	head.












Sister	Clementine	 said	malaria,	 pneumonia,	 parasites	 and	 tuberculosis,	 as	well	 as	 lack	of	medicine
and	transportation	made	worse	by	the	war,	are	much	greater	killers	than	AIDS	these	days.
There	 was	 little	 I	 could	 do	 for	Marie.	 She	 brought	 back	 the	 pain	 I	 had	 often	 felt	 here,	 of	 feeling
useless,	of	raising	hopes	that	could	not	be	met.	I	knew	her	eyes	would	haunt	me	forever,	as	do	those	of	all
the	lost	lives	who	have	helped	me	tell	my	stories	over	the	years.
I	 left	her	mother	 enough	 francs	 to	buy	a	 foam	pad	 to	 soften	her	daughter’s	 final	days,	 and	 the	 fuzzy
purple	poodle	Caitlin	had	told	me	to	cuddle	when	I	missed	her	on	this	trip.









soccer	match,	when	 a	 stick-thin	woman	with	wild	 hair	 approached	me.	 She	 asked	 if	 I	was	 the	 “U.N.
lady,”	her	eyes	filled	with	fear.
When	I	had	arrived	in	the	U.N.	emblazoned	jeep,	I	had	been	wearing	the	U.N.	press	badge	that	helped






Anatazi	began	 to	cry	with	relief	when	Jim,	speaking	 in	her	native	Swahili,	assured	her	all	 I	wanted
was	 to	 hear	 her	 story.	 She	 didn’t	 want	 to	 say	where	 she’s	 from	 in	 Rwanda	 as	 she	 feared	 for	 her	 six
children,	if	they	were	still	alive.
Militants	 from	 Rwanda’s	 Hutu	 ethnic	 minority,	 known	 as	 the	 interahamwe,	 had	 slaughtered	 half	 a
million	mostly	Tutsis	and	moderate	Hutus	 in	 the	100-day	massacre	of	1994.	 In	 the	years	 that	 followed,
some	2	million	Hutus	fled	into	Tanzania	and	eastern	Congo	as	Tutsis	exacted	their	revenge.











have	given	her.	When	asked	 if	 they	would	 remain	 in	Kamponde	or	 return	 to	Rwanda	 in	search	of	 their
children,	she	replies:	“My	life	is	in	the	hands	of	God.	I	have	no	idea.”
I	sheepishly	watched	the	fat	black	goat	being	led	off	toward	the	big	black	cauldrons	behind	the	church.
Cooks	were	boiling	manioc	 and	 corn	 flour	 for	 the	hot	mounds	of	 sticky	bread	known	as	 fou-fou.	Men
were	coming	back	from	the	forest,	balancing	jugs	of	palm	wine	on	sticks	across	their	shoulders,	tapped
from	the	same	trees	where	they	get	their	nuts	for	cooking	oil.
Later	 that	evening,	slowly	and	with	great	pomp,	couples	and	their	children	were	 led	 into	 the	church
courtyard.	 Chief	 Jean-Baptiste	 Katende	 Kamponde—who	 earlier	 had	 presented	 me	 with	 an	 ancient
copper	 cross	 once	 used	 as	 currency—and	 the	 nuns	were	 seated	 near	me	 in	 the	 best	 rattan	 chairs.	 The
bamboo	xylophones	and	goatskin	drums	warmed	up	the	crowd.
Long	wooden	benches	had	been	 set	 in	 a	 circle.	The	men	 sat	on	one	 side,	 laughing	and	guzzling	 the
wine	and	corn	whiskey	that	would	soon	get	 them	drunk.	The	women,	as	always,	were	off	 to	 the	side.	 I
joined	them	to	dance,	provoking	cheers	from	the	crowd	and	pursed	smiles	from	the	nuns.
Tshinyama’s	 wife,	Marie,	 stood	 off	 in	 the	 distance	 and	 raised	 her	 chin	with	 a	 timid	 smile	 when	 I
waved.	His	younger	brother,	Kabunda,	argued	with	other	men	about	who	they	had	just	voted	for	in	the	first
multiparty	elections	in	forty	years,	now	President	Joseph	Kabila	or	then-rival	Jean-Pierre	Bemba.




As	 the	night	wore	on,	 I	 stood	before	 the	villagers,	 a	 few	hundred	by	now.	 I	 thanked	 them	again	 for
protecting	me,	and	 told	 them	if	 I	could,	 I	would	one	day	bring	Caitlin	 to	sit	and	share	palm	wine	with
them.
























to	 cook	 for	 and	 no	 fields	 to	 plow,	 he	 packed	 up	 his	 brood	 at	 age	 forty-five	 and	moved	 to	Mfuamba
Kabang,	some	four	miles	southeast	of	Kamponde.
By	now,	Marie	had	given	birth	to	twelve	children,	but	had	lost	at	least	five.	Someone	would	later	tell






Children	 gathered	 to	 see	 the	 first	 foreigner	 to	 ever	 set	 foot	 in	 the	 desolate	 village	 of	 a	 few	 dozen
square	huts.	It	was	so	grim	and	small	compared	to	Kamponde;	once	again	I	had	to	hold	back	more	tears.
We	ate	with	our	hands,	a	rich	meal	of	fou-fou,	chicken	spiced	with	his	trademark	pili-pili	sauce,	and
boiled	manioc	 leaves.	 Tshinyama	 apologized	 for	 not	 having	 the	 ingredients	 for	 the	mango	 pudding	 so
many	Peace	Corps	Volunteers	had	once	craved.
He	showed	off	his	homemade	rifle	as	I	took	in	the	antelope	antlers	and	other	animal	talismans	used	to
decorate	 his	 home.	 Faded	 magazine	 ads	 of	 Western	 food	 on	 gleaming	 plates	 were	 tacked	 to	 the
whitewashed	walls	of	his	little	mud	hut.
An	adopted	son,	a	young	man	he	took	in	after	his	parents	were	killed,	at	first	cried	with	fear	that	I	was
there	 to	 take	 Tshinyama	 away,	 then	 serenaded	 us	 with	 a	 love	 song	 for	 his	 father	 on	 a	 guitar	 he	 had
fashioned	from	an	Oki	peanut	oil	can.





a	new	bicycle	and	a	cellular	phone.	 I	 told	him	 there	was	now	a	weak	signal	 in	Kamponde,	 that	 a	 few
clever	types	were	making	money	selling	phone	calls,	hinting	it	might	be	a	way	for	him	to	return	home.	It
wasn’t	much,	yet	still	more	than	the	average	annual	income	in	his	ravaged	homeland.
We	 said	 our	 last	 goodbye	 before	 I	 headed	 back	 up	 the	 path.	 I	 hated	 leaving	 him	 in	 the	 bleak	 little
village	and	pledged	to	try	and	return	one	last	time.
We	both	knew	it	unlikely	we	would	ever	meet	again.






















































THIRTY	 PEOPLE,	 INCLUDING	 FOUR	 TEACHERS	 AND	 TWENTY-SIX	 EIGHTH-AND	 NINTH-GRADE	 GIRLS,	 ARE	 CROWDED
behind	a	rusty,	light	green,	open-back	Toyota	truck,	our	bodies	poised	to	push.	“Um!	Dois!	Tres!”	and	we
jam	 our	 bodies	 against	 the	 truck.	 We	 use	 all	 of	 our	 strength,	 but	 the	 truck	 only	 moves	 in	 almost
imperceptible	increments	until—at	last—the	engine	catches	and	we	hear	the	whir	of	the	motor.	We	chase
after	the	truck,	grab	at	the	green	metal	and	pull	ourselves	up	and	in.
















We	make	our	way	 to	 the	soccer	 field,	which	 is	next	 to	 the	Portuguese	Forteleza	and	 the	glimmering
water	of	the	Indian	Ocean.	The	girls	and	I	change	into	our	uniforms	inside	the	Forteleza	and	they	giggle	in




sneakers.	 The	 girls	 play	 better	 than	 they	 ever	 have	 before;	 they	 do	what	we	 taught	 them	 to	 do	 in	 our
practices,	 and	 they	play	 like	mature	 soccer	 players.	They	pass	 the	 ball	well,	 talk	 to	 each	other	 on	 the






After	 the	 game,	we	 push	 the	 truck	 to	 start	 its	 engine,	 pile	 into	 the	 back	 and	make	 two	victory	 laps
around	the	island.	The	girls	sing	to	taunt	the	other	team,	their	voices	nasal	and	imperfect,	but	somehow	the
disharmonies	 are	beautiful.	They	 sing,	 “Silencio	 toda	a	 gente,	Monapo	 esta	 a	 passar!”	 (Everyone	 be
quiet,	Monapo	 is	 passing!).	 They	 sing,	 and	 I	 sing	with	 them.	Next	 to	me	 a	 girl	 blows	 on	 a	whistle	 to
accompany	 the	singing,	on	my	other	side	another	girl	has	her	head	on	my	shoulder.	Sea	salts	are	 in	my








customs	and	change	your	perspective.	You	don’t	know	 that	you	are	changing	or	 that	your	community	 is

















IN	 JANUARY	 1969,	 I	WENT	 TO	 TOGO	AS	A	 PEACE	 CORPS	VOLUNTEER	 TO	WORK	AS	A	COMMUNITY	DEVELOPMENT
extension	 worker	 for	 community	 self-help	 construction.	 It	 was	 my	 job	 to	 help	 communities	 and	 their
leaders	determine	their	needs	for	classrooms,	clinics,	bridges	and	culverts	on	farm-to-market	roads,	and
other	 infrastructure;	 to	 prioritize	 their	 needs	 and	 inventory	 their	 resources;	 and	 to	 organize	 self-help
projects	to	address	their	highest	priority	needs.	The	community	provided	labor	and	local	materials	(sand,
gravel,	 rocks,	 and	water);	 the	 local	 officials	 provided	 transport	 and	 skilled	 artisans;	 and	Peace	Corps
helped	 to	obtain	grants	 for	 the	materials	 that	were	not	 locally	available	 (e.g.,	 cement,	 reinforcing	steel
rods,	wood	planks,	tin	roofing	sheets,	etc.)	and	organizational	and	technical	support,	i.e.	me.
I	was	shocked	when	I	went	to	visit	one	of	the	village	chiefs	with	whom	I	was	to	work.	It	was	less	than






well.	The	people	 needed	 the	 bridges	 and	worked	hard	 to	 help	 obtain	 something	 that	was	 in	 their	 own
interest.






























“I	 know	what	 you	were	 doing,”	 he	 concluded.	 “You	were	 drinking	 beer	 and	 chasing	 after	women.
That’s	what	you	were	really	doing!”
















THE	 SANDY	DIRT	 FOOTPATHS	 IN	MY	VILLAGE	WOVE	AN	 INTRICATE	DESIGN	 IN	BETWEEN	 THE	 THATCH-ROOFED	HUTS.
These	 pathways	 carried	 the	 community:	motorcycle	 taxis;	 skittish	 goats	 hurrying	 to	 get	 out	 of	 the	way;
chickens;	 dogs;	 cattle;	 children	 on	 their	way	 to	 school;	women	 carrying	 stacks	 of	 bowls,	 firewood	 or
water	on	their	heads;	people	going	to	the	fields	or	heading	home	with	their	harvest.	I	walked	these	paths
every	day,	getting	to	know	the	shortcuts	to	the	market	and	home,	maneuvering	my	way	around	the	ruts	that
formed	during	the	rainy	season	and	trying	to	avoid	getting	my	bike	 tires	stuck	in	 the	sand.	Eventually,	 I
became	 familiar	 enough	 with	 the	 paths	 that	 I	 could	 walk	 them	 at	 night	 without	 a	 flashlight,	 using	 the
moonlight	for	guidance.
It	was	on	these	pathways	that	I	first	heard	the	phrase,	“nous	sommes	ensemble.”	On	my	way	 to	 the








hello	 if	 our	 paths	 crossed;	 and	 if	 I	 saw	 him	 again,	 I	was	 sure	we	would	 repeat	 the	multiple	 question
greeting	custom,	but	I	was	uncertain	if	I	would	end	with	we	are	together.
As	 it	 turns	 out,	 this	 was	 (and	 still	 is)	 a	 very	 common	 phrase	 in	 Cameroon.	 Heard	 often	 between
passersby	on	 the	 street,	 from	guests	 and	hosts	 at	 a	party,	or	 at	 the	end	of	 a	 long	day’s	work;	generally




A	simple	 statement	 that	 literally	means	we	are	 together,	we	 are	 not	 alone.	This	 phrase,	 these	 three
little	words,	 taught	me	a	 lot	about	humanity	and	 togetherness.	Despite	our	myriad	differences	as	human
beings,	we	 do	 share	 certain	 emotions,	 actions,	 and	 behaviors.	We	 are	 independent	 as	 individuals,	 but
there	are	universals	which	we	collectively	share.
The	 grandmother	 in	 America	 who	 spoils	 her	 grandkids	 with	 sweet	 treats	 is	 no	 different	 than	 la
grandmère	 in	 Cameroon	 who	 gives	 afternoon	 snacks	 made	 with	 peanut	 butter	 to	 her	 grandchildren.
Mothers	and	fathers	in	America	feel	proud	when	their	children	do	well	in	school,	just	as	parents	in	Africa
do.	Girls	in	America	shop	for	hours	for	the	right	outfit	to	wear	to	a	school	dance	or	on	a	date,	to	impress







humans,	 our	 dreams,	 frustrations,	 successes,	 happiness,	 and	 sorrow	 bond	 us	 together.	 This	 idea	 is



















with	 the	 staring	eyes	 and	 inescapable	barrage	of	 conversation	 I	met	with	whenever	 I	 ventured	 into	 the
society	of	Cape	Verde.
My	 Peace	 Corps	 post	 was	 on	Maio,	 a	 round,	 sun-baked	 pancake	 of	 an	 island	 in	 the	 Cape	 Verde
Archipelago	 approximately	 600	 kilometers	 off	 the	 west	 coast	 of	 Africa.	 The	 islands	 are	 volcanic	 in
nature,	and	known	for	 their	consistent	weather	and	beaches,	which	came	 in	either	black	or	white	sand.
Maio,	although	one	of	the	smallest	islands,	was	outlined	in	beach	and	had	the	reputation	for	the	loveliest







tall	 with	 one	 small	 spigot.	 Women	 came	 once	 a	 week	 with	 their	 twenty-two-gallon	 pails	 to	 receive
potable	 water	 from	 the	 chafaris	 attendant,	 the	 most	 powerful	 women	 in	 the	 village.	 On	 a	 water	 day,
energy	 levels	 ran	 high.	 The	 street	would	 be	 noisy	 and	 bustling	with	 exuberant	 children	 and	 chattering
women	carrying	water	on	their	heads.	Today,	a	non-water	day,	the	small	street	was	quiet	and	empty.
My	current	home	was	a	generous	donation	made	by	a	successful	carpenter.	It	was	the	largest	house	in
the	 entire	 village,	with	 two	bedrooms,	 a	 living	 room,	 a	 small	 kitchen,	 a	 bathroom,	 and	 a	quintal	 with
stairs	to	the	roof.	The	inside	was	painted	in	yellows	and	blues,	the	floor	tiled	in	golden	brown.	I	also	had














I	could	hear	the	 funana	playing	clearly	on	a	radio	and	voices	 in	animated	conversation.	 I	began	my
inner	monologue—a	pep	talk	of	sorts.	I	was	heading	in.	I	cautioned	myself	about	being	over	confident.	I













he	would	 tell	 this	 story	 to	 his	 family	 and	 friends.	 Everyone	would	wait	 in	 suspense	 to	 hear	 about	 the
strange	white	woman.	Yes,	how	brave	he	was.	I	smiled	at	the	thought.
He	smiled	back.	Our	eyes	met,	and	we	held	each	other’s	gaze	for	a	moment.	He	couldn’t	have	been
more	 than	 three	 years	 old.	 He	was	 skinny	 and	 naked.	His	 big,	 dark	 brown	 eyes	were	 framed	 in	 long
eyelashes	 and	 a	 shaved	 head.	He	 sucked	 on	 a	 piece	 of	 candy	 and	 had	 developed	 a	 black	 ring	 of	 dirt
around	his	mouth.	His	nose	ran	with	thick	green	snot	that	he	wiped	away	with	the	backs	of	his	hands.	His
hands	were	covered	in	streaks	of	black	snotty	mud.	Slowly,	he	reached	one	of	them	out	toward	me.
He	 opened	 his	 hand	 wide.	 Inside,	 a	 beautiful	 bright	 gold	 wrapper	 now	 glimmered	 in	 the	 sun.	 I
hesitated,	mesmerized	 by	 its	 loveliness.	 Thinking	 I	 hadn’t	 understood,	 he	 thrust	 his	 hand	 forward	 and
nodded	his	head	at	me	to	take	his	last	piece	of	candy.	I	delicately	reached	out	to	take	his	gift.	I	opened	the
wrapper	and	put	the	treat	in	my	mouth.	I	smiled,	worked	to	control	my	shaky	voice,	and	thanked	him.	He
smiled	huge	and	 stood	next	 to	me.	We	 stood	 there	 together,	 smacking	on	our	pieces	of	hard	 candy	and
enjoying	it.	I	looked	at	him	again,	holding	back	my	tears.	“Obrigada,”	I	said	once	more,	wanting	to	make
sure	he	understood	how	much	his	generosity	meant	to	me.	Then	I	quickly	said	goodbye.





a	house	with	 indoor	plumbing	 that	no	one	else	 in	 the	village	could	afford.	 It	 all	 seemed	worthless	and






















There	 are	 various	 types,	 the	most	 common	 being	 the	 removal	 of	 all	 or	 part	 of	 a	 girl’s	 clitoris.	 Some
people	claim	it’s	done	for	religious	reasons	(though	Islamic	teachings	do	not	either	condemn	or	condone
the	practice),	some	consider	it	a	rite	of	passage	for	a	girl	coming	into	adulthood,	some	say	its	purpose	is




various	 infections	 and	 have	 difficulty	 in	 childbirth.	 And	 the	 excision	 itself	 can	 be	 psychologically
traumatic.	 Practices	 are	 changing	 now,	 but	 the	 movement	 of	Malians	 to	 educate	 each	 other	 about	 the
dangers	and	consequences	of	excision	is	new,	and	the	practice	is	still	very	widespread.	While	a	few	of




the	 situation	 is	much	more	 complex.	 I’m	 always	 very	 interested	 to	 hear	Malian	 points	 of	 view	 on	 the
matter.
















the	conference’s	first	day	and	I	asked	him	about	 it.	He	 told	me	about	 the	pro-excision	arguments	of	 the
very	 religious	 older	 men	 who	 were	 there,	 and	 it	 upset	 me	 incredibly.	 I	 had	 to	 hold	 back	 tears	 of
frustration,	which	were	 due	 in	 part	 to	 the	 fact	 that	 I	 had	missed	 something	 important	 to	me,	merely	 to
prepare	a	meeting	 for	a	health	committee	 that	constantly	has	me	 tearing	my	hair	out	because	people	 so
rarely	seem	to	take	it	seriously.
I	 had	 even	 skipped	 out	 on	 possible	 vacation	 plans	 for	 this	 committee.	 I	 could	 be	 in	 Senegal	 now,








example,	 tells	 you	 that	 you	 need	 eight	 hours	 of	 sleep	 and	 that	 biking	 in	 110-degree	 weather	 under	 a
blazing	sun	is	stupid.	However,	I	needed	to	go	to	this	conference,	and	I	didn’t	care	if	it	meant	I	had	to	stay






unless	 there’s	 a	 tangible	 and	 immediate	 incentive,	 it’s	 a	 low-priority	 affair.	My	daily	 life	 is	 spent	 just
trying	to	understand,	so	that	I	can	help.	But	people	don’t	care	about	trying	to	understand	me—oh,	no,	they
already	know	all	about	me.	I’m	a	rich	 toubab	 from	a	country	of	streets	paved	with	gold.	 I	 talk	funny,	I
don’t	 understand	 anything,	 I	 can’t	 do	 anything,	 and	 it’s	 pretty	 damn	 funny	 to	 watch	 me	 dance.	 I’m
considered	to	be	extremely	selfish	because	I	don’t	hand	out	money	when	I	walk	through	the	village.	So
what	good	am	I?	What	use	is	a	toubab	if	she	doesn’t	give	things?
If	 the	 approach	 of	 the	 Peace	 Corps—“Don’t	 hand	 out	 money,	 know	 the	 community,	 work	 toward
sustainability”—is	the	only	way	development	can	work	for	the	benefit	of	the	people,	then	I	am	becoming
more	and	more	convinced	 that	 it’s	not	possible.	Unless	people	can	 (1)	open	 their	minds;	 (2)	 recognize
which	 behaviors	 and	 practices	 benefit	 the	 community	 and	 which	 harm	 it	 and	 alter	 their	 behavior
accordingly;	(3)	think	about	the	future	and	not	just	the	present	moment;	and	(4)	recognize	in	themselves	a
power	and	a	desire	to	make	change,	then	development	cannot	happen.	People	here	are	poor;	that’s	a	fact.
But	 the	 influence	of	Western	culture	makes	 them	 feel	poorer	 than	 they	are,	makes	 them	want	what	 they
can’t	have,	thus	making	them	feel	powerless	and	helpless.
5:20	P.M.	Bintou,	the	president	of	the	health	committee	and	the	most	motivated	person	in	the	village,	just










Adama	 yelled	 at	 me.	 “You	 shouldn’t	 have	 gone	 to	 that	 conference;	 you	 should’ve	 stayed	 here	 and












seriously	 before—now	 it	 can	 only	 be	worse.	And	 the	whole	 village	will	 know	by	 tonight	 that	 I	 cried
when	no	one	showed	up	to	my	meeting.	Fabulous.
I	 know,	 of	 course,	 that	 the	 reason	 for	my	 crying	 is	much	 deeper.	One,	 I	 needed	 it.	 In	 the	 past	 nine
months	 I’ve	 cried	 twice.	 Two,	 I	 desperately	 need	 a	 vacation.	 Three,	 I	 had	 an	 emotionally	 disturbing
morning	experiencing	closed	minds	and	watching	videos	of	little	girls	being	cut.	Four,	I’ve	been	putting








Unfortunately,	 I	 now	 feel	 less	 likely	 to	 have	 faith	 in	 the	 people	 I	 work	 with,	 to	 put	 my	 soul	 into
something,	 only	 to	 be	disappointed.	 If	 people	 don’t	want	 to	 take	 control	 of	 their	 community’s	 health,	 I




I	honestly	don’t	know	if	 I	can	continue	 in	 this	way	for	 two	years.	 It	may	prove	 to	be	 too	much	of	a
sacrifice,	too	much	of	myself	being	pushed	down,	taken	away.	I	don’t	need	to	be	here.	I	can’t	continue	to
give	of	myself	 this	way	with	so	 little	 result.	On	 top	of	difficulties	with	work	are	 the	difficulties	of	my
personal	 life—my	 limited	 support	 network,	 my	 need	 to	 feel	 loved,	 my	 need	 to	 feel	 like	 part	 of	 a
community.	The	kind	of	support	I	need	is	limited.	In	the	village,	I	get	some	of	it	from	Adama,	Fadiala,	and
Bintou.	But,	as	evidenced	yesterday,	that	doesn’t	always	work	well,	although	Bintou	did	postpone	travel













fight	 to	 remain	 positive	 and	 energetic	 while	 others	 are	 apathetic,	 to	 continue	 doing	 my	 best	 to	 be	 a
member	of	the	community	and	to	be	accepted	despite	the	laughter.	To	try	not	to	see	misunderstanding	on
my	part	or	in	others	as	my	own	failing.

























The	 girls,	 ages	 twelve	 to	 sixteen,	 were	 already	 assembled	 in	 their	 classroom.	 At	 a	 nod	 from	 the
headmistress,	 they	 stood	at	 attention	and	 recited	 in	 a	 sing-song	voice,	 “Go-od	mor-ning,	Miss	Marsa.”
Then	she	was	gone,	and	I	was	alone	with	the	girls,	rows	of	them.
They	 looked	beautiful	 in	 their	white-cotton	 school	dresses,	 concealed	under	 long	wraps	of	 colorful





While	I	was	formulating	these	 lofty	 thoughts	of	youthful,	untested	idealism,	I	 realized	that	 if	 I	didn’t
gesture	to	my	students,	they	would	stand	all	day.
The	large,	sparsely	furnished	classroom	opened	to	the	outside	along	the	entire	length	of	one	side	of	the
cinder-block	building.	Besides	 the	 students’	desks,	 it	 contained	a	 long	 table	 and	a	blackboard	on	 legs.
That	was	it.	Glancing	around,	conscious	of	the	expectant	looks	on	the	girls’	faces,	I	saw	an	open	closet.
The	shelves	were	piled	high	with	ruled	copybooks	and	boxes	of	pencils.	Nothing	else.	But	I	was	a	Peace
Corps	 Volunteer.	 Our	 motto,	 like	 the	 Boy	 Scouts—or	 was	 it	 the	 Coast	 Guard?—should	 be	 “semper
paratus.”	I	would	ad	lib.	I	could	do	that.
I	was	already	thinking	ahead,	planning	to	inspire	them	with	the	story	of	Madame	Curie,	who	had	won






Everything	 seemed	 to	be	going	 really	well	when	 I	became	aware	 that	 they	were	 looking	down	at	 a







































wicked	witches,	 handsome	 princes,	 and	 enchanted	 animals.	 Afterward,	 I	 would	 have	 them	 draw	 their















hospital	 in	Somaliland,	 the	 first	 of	 its	 kind	 there.	At	 the	hospital	 babies	 are	delivered	 and	women	are
trained	to	become	nurses,	midwives	and	first-aid	workers.	And	two	young	women	are	studying	to	become





































When	 she	 occasionally	 found	 courage	 to	 make	 conversation	 with	 me	 at	 home,	 her	 French	 was
beautiful,	much	better	 than	my	own.	But	 that	was	 rare;	 she	would	send	her	 son	David	 to	 see	me	 in	 the
afternoons,	 an	 emissary	 between	 us.	 He	 would	 totter	 back	 and	 forth	 while	 Helene	 labored	 over	 the
evening	meal	 and	 I	wrote	 anxious	 letters	 to	my	mother,	who	 had	 recently	 been	 diagnosed	with	 breast
cancer.
Yvette	was	out	of	 town,	or	 it	would	never	have	happened.	Helene	would	have	 told	her	David	was























to	 the	murmur	and	slosh	as	 they	bathed	her	 in	buckets	of	cool	water.	She	sobbed	quietly,	and	cried	out
once	or	twice.











The	 few	yards	 I	 had	 to	walk	 from	 the	 doorway	 to	 the	mango	 tree	were	 long.	Everyone	but	Helene
turned	 to	 look	 at	me;	 she	 lay	motionless,	 eyes	 shut.	 I‘d	never	met	most	of	 these	women—they	weren’t







made	our	way	 slowly	 to	 the	 graveyard.	Thomas	 joined	 us,	 together	with	 the	men	 from	 the	 village.	He
nodded	in	greeting,	but	did	not	speak.	He	was	pale,	and	his	face	was	grooved	with	pain.
The	men	sat	on	rough	wooden	benches	in	the	open	air.	We	sat	in	front	of	them,	still	clustered	around
























arms.	The	 rest	of	us	clustered	around.	Someone	pulled	 together	 several	mats	under	one	of	 the	mangos,
enough	for	the	whole	family.	Yvette	sat	in	the	center,	with	Helene	at	her	feet.
Thomas	 joined	 us	 and	 gave	 a	 speech	 to	 welcome	 Yvette	 back	 home.	 He	 talked	 about	 what	 had
happened	 in	 her	 absence.	He	 told	 us	 he	was	 shocked	 that	 death	 could	 come	 to	 the	 family,	 that	 he	 had
believed	his	wealth	would	protect	them.	I	cried,	and	so	did	Thomas’	second	and	third	wives.	We	had	all
been	grieving	silently,	along	with	Helene,	and	it	was	good	to	share	it	again.







For	me,	 life	 in	 the	 family	 and	 the	 village	 got	 sweeter.	 The	women	 relaxed	 around	me.	Wherever	 I
went,	I	was	more	welcomed	than	before.






I	 cleared	 off	 my	 desk	 to	 make	 room	 for	 the	 food.	 We	 ate	 together	 in	 the	 lantern	 light.	 The	 rain
hammered	on	the	roof.	It	was	so	loud	we	had	to	raise	our	voices;	for	the	most	part	we	sat	in	silence.	It
was	cozy.


















































turn	 to	a	whimper	as	he	clasps	onto	your	nipple.	Oblivious	 to	your	pain,	his	 little	 fingernails	and	 teeth
grip	your	swollen	and	agonized	breast.





the	 suffering	 of	 a	 nation—without	 pride,	 without	 choice,	 and	without	 apparent	 anger—you	 succeed	 in
raising	Africa.
A	gold	bracelet	bound	tight	around	your	wrist,	symbolizing	that	you	are	but	an	object	to	be	given	to	a

























Flashback	 to	 the	 first	night	of	Peace	Corps	 training.	One	of	 the	women	 in	 the	group	dropped	her
voice	and	asked,	“Do	any	of	you	know	about	farming?”
The	cat	had	popped	from	the	bag.	We	were	all	typical	Volunteers,	fresh	out	of	school,	bright-eyed	and











no	maintenance.	Now	 that’s	 easy.	 It	was	 also	pointless.	The	people	didn’t	 eat	 radishes	 and	didn’t	 like
radishes.	And	I	couldn’t	eat	a	fifty-yard-long	row	of	radishes	by	myself.
Eggs	were	easy,	too.	Almost	every	villager	had	a	few	chickens	free-ranging,	scratching	a	living	from













half	of	 the	practical	 things	 I	have	ever	made	 in	my	 life	were	made	during	my	Peace	Corps	years)	 and
bought	large	bags	of	feed	at	a	store	a	hundred	miles	away.	Who	could	afford	that?	By	American	standards,
the	eggs	were	very	inexpensive;	by	the	lights	of	a	Tanzanian	villager	they	were	prohibitive.
The	 kind	 of	 farming	 the	 villagers	 did	 was	 hard	 work.	 Preparing	 the	 ground	 was	 just	 plain
backbreaking	 labor,	 and	 then	 harvesting	 was	 even	 more	 painful.	 “Stoop	 labor”	 we	 call	 a	 lot	 of	 that
harvest	work.	I	found	I	could	do	it	for	no	more	than	five	minutes	without	keeling	over.	Picking	tomatoes
while	bending	over	a	plant	is	not	as	immediately	exhausting	as	using	a	hoe	to	build	a	ridge	for	planting,








the	Swahili	word	 for	 rice,	 and	 it	was	 a	 big	word	 in	Kidodi	 village.	Naturally,	 as	 the	 new	agriculture
teacher,	 the	 first	 the	 school	 had	had	 in	years,	 I	was	determined	 to	have	 a	good	 rice	 crop.	The	parents
complained	that	they	sent	their	kids	to	school	so	they	would	not	have	to	farm.	Yet	there	I	was.
The	 school	 did	 have	 plenty	 of	 land	 available	 for	 planting	 out	 behind	 the	 school	 building,	 and	 it





it	 straight	 in	 the	 field,	 so	 our	 project	would	 demonstrate	 a	 superior	 yield	 from	 a	 superior	method	 the
villagers	could	adopt.
When	it	was	time	to	transplant	the	rice	from	the	nursery,	I	led	my	kids	out	to	the	field.	The	nursery	had
come	along	 fine,	 although	 it	 seemed	 to	have	 a	 lot	 of	 fresh	grass	 growing	 alongside	 the	 rice.	 I	 told	 the












mentioned	 on	 the	mimeo	 sheets.	 They	 built	makeshift	 platforms	 that	 rose	 above	 the	 rice	 and	 sent	 their
children	out	to	sit	on	them.	When	birds	came	into	the	fields,	the	kids	on	the	platforms	would	sling	stones




It	 turns	out,	however,	 that	birds	are	not	partial	grazers.	By	 the	 time	 the	water	was	down	and	others
were	in	their	fields	harvesting	rice,	our	rice	was	gone.	Did	the	transplanting	system	lead	to	better	yield
per	acre?	Only	the	birds	knew	for	sure,	and	they	kept	mum.














AS	 IF	OUT	OF	A	 FAIRY	 TALE,	ON	ONE	 SIDE	OF	MAKELE,	 TIGRAY,	 IN	NORTHERN	 ETHIOPIA,	ON	A	RISE,	 STOOD	 THE
castle	 of	 Ras	 (or	 prince)	 Mengesha,	 descendant	 of	 centuries	 of	 Tigray’s	 monarchy.	 His	 lovely	 wife,
Princess	Aida,	was	a	granddaughter	of	Emperor	Haile	Selassie.
Since	the	dawn	of	civilization,	Makele	had	been	a	caravan-trading	center,	especially	for	salt.	Perched






climate,	 yields	 steadily	 declined.	 Precious	 little	 topsoil	 remained.	 Farmers	 steered	 their	 oxen-pulled
plows	around	rocks	littering	the	fields.	The	specter	of	famine	loomed.







to	 recognize	a	camel’s	mettle,	 I	 learned,	 involved	 the	animal’s	ability	 to	 stick	 its	 long	 tongue	way	out,
halfway	to	its	knees,	with	saliva	drooling	to	the	ground	as	the	camel	went	into	a	stupor.	“Oh,	sir,	gobez,
gobez	(the	Amharic	word	for	strong,	awesome),”	they	would	shout.






























we	overheard	 the	Ambassador	 speaking	 to	one	of	 the	 staff	working	at	 the	hotel,	who	was	presenting	a
bottle	of	tej	honey	mead,	Ethiopia’s	national	drink,	as	a	gift	to	the	Ambassador	from	the	Ras	and	Princess.









Dick	 and	 I	 volunteered	 that,	 well,	 we	 were	 working	 on	 weekends	 to	 build	 a	 windmill.	 The
Ambassador’s	mood	changed.	“Why	that’s	ideal,”	he	beamed.	Given	the	increasingly	arid	climate,	and	the









Two	well-built	men	 in	U.S.	Army	 fatigues	 stormed	 into	 the	 restaurant	 asking	where	 they	could	 find
Perry	and	Holm	(Dick	and	me).	The	lead	man,	with	blond	crew-cut	hair	and	sporting	colonel	eagles	on
his	 lapels,	 snapped	 to	 us	 long-haired,	 unkempt	 PCVs,	 with	 obvious	 irritation,	 that	 they	 were	 Army










And	 the	windmill?	Dick	 and	 I	 thought	 about	 tearing	 it	 down,	 but	 our	 final	 days	 crept	 up	 on	 us	 so
quickly,	we	never	got	around	to	doing	it.	For	all	I	know,	it	stands	today	as	a	metaphorical	monument	to	the
spirit	of	 the	Peace	Corps	 in	 its	early	days,	a	 testament	 to	 tireless	effort	and	goodwill,	 tempered	by	 the
sobering	 acknowledgement	 that	 development	 remains	 a	 worthwhile	 goal,	 but	 one	 which	 cannot	 be
achieved	nearly	as	easily	or	as	quickly	as	early	Volunteers	may	have	imagined.
With	it	comes	the	resignation,	call	 it	wisdom	if	you	like,	 that	 the	 impact	of	 the	Peace	Corps	has	not
been	in	spectacular,	strong	gusts	of	wind,	in	showy	projects	like	windmills,	but	rather	in	day-to-day	tasks
like	teaching	school	in	remote	locales,	acts	of	kindness	that	are	good	in	themselves,	fostering	gentle,	yet










AFTER	 LIVING	 IN	 VILLAGE	 FOR	 JUST	 OVER	 A	 YEAR,	 I	 TOOK	MY	MAMA,	 ELISE,	 TO	 DINNER	 AT	 A	 GERMAN-OWNED
restaurant.	Elise	had	wanted	to	travel	to	Kara	for	a	while,	but	had	to	put	it	off.	Each	time	she	prepared	for
her	 departure,	 something	 came	 up	 in	 the	 village	 prompting	 her	 to	 stay.	 Last	 time,	 her	 husband	 simply
refused	 to	 let	 her	 go.	 I	 think	 he	 didn’t	 want	 to	 endure	 his	 thirteen-year-old	 daughter’s	 cooking	 during
Elise’s	absence.
Finally,	 I	had	an	 idea:	 I	would	 take	Elise	 to	her	brother’s	house	and	out	 to	dinner.	 I	would	pay	 for
everything.	Just	as	I	knew	he	would,	Papa	agreed.
So,	one	Friday	morning,	we	biked	 to	Guèrin-Kouka	and	eased	 into	comfortable	 seats	 in	 the	 second
row	 of	 the	 taxi.	 Elise	 had	 her	 eye	 on	me,	 a	 form	 of	 sisterly	 protection.	 She	watched	me	 navigate	 the
system	with	the	familiar	taxi	drivers	who	tried	to	make	sure	I	was	comfortable.
We	arrived	in	Kara	a	few	hours	later	and	much	dustier.	The	driver	took	the	back	way,	allowing	us	to
enter	Kara	 near	 Elise’s	 brother’s	 house.	Only	Elise’s	 youngest	 brother	 Jean,	 a	 student,	 greeted	 us.	He
spent	his	off-seasons	in	Katchamba	and	was	just	a	few	years	younger	than	I.	I	invited	him	to	go	with	us.





or	 two.	 It	provided	a	welcome	change	 from	my	 regular	village	meals	of	pâte,	or	polenta,	with	pepper
sauce.











the	only	one	she	mustered	was	 if	 the	 restaurant	had	everything	on	 the	menu.	 I	explained	 that	you	get	 to
order	anything	you	want	and	someone	else	cooks	it	and	serves	it.
However,	oftentimes	I	would	order	an	 item	at	a	Togolese	restaurant	and	only	 then	would	 the	server
inform	me	that	they	didn’t	have	it	that	day.	I	would	order	another	with	the	same	result.	This	often	occurred
several	times	before	finding	something	they	did	have	available.




warned	Elise	 and	 Jean	 that,	 despite	 the	African	 custom,	 the	 servers	 do	 not	 bring	 a	 bowl	 of	water	 for
washing.	If	they	wanted	clean	hands,	they	should	go	to	the	restroom.	Neither	of	them	seemed	to	care.









nervous	 about	 using	 it	 correctly.	 Meanwhile,	 I	 contemplated	 a	 world	 that	 allows	 such	 a	 massive
difference	in	septic	technology.	They	dig	holes,	squat	in	the	forest,	and	use	sticks	or	corncobs	for	toilet
paper.	Not	all	facets	of	Togolese	life	are	on	par	with	the	Western	world.














really	enjoyed	 it.	Her	brother	also	cut	his	burger	 in	half,	but	began	eating	 it	with	a	 fork.	He	ate	 it	one
ingredient	at	a	 time,	 forking	 the	bread,	 then	 the	cheese,	 then	 the	meat,	etc.	 I	 tried	 to	explain	 to	him	 the







Katchamba	 thought	 that	 it	would	be	great	 to	have	 latrines,	 running	water	and	electricity,	but	would	not
work	to	accomplish	these	goals.
Instant	gratification	worked	perfectly.	Why	save	money	when	we	may	not	be	here	tomorrow	to	use	it?
Death	was	 such	 a	 huge	 part	 of	 life	 that	 it	 became	 their	 reason	 for	 not	 looking	 into	 the	 future.	 Let	 the
women	 spend	 hours	 upon	 hours	 collecting	 potable	 water	 and	 send	 the	 children	 off	 into	 the	 woods	 to
defecate.	Why	save	money	for	the	future	when	they	must	feed	their	families	now?
We	 had	 several	 village	meetings	 to	 discuss	 building	 latrines	 or	 an	 accessible	 well	 in	 Katchamba.
People	 wanted	 them;	 they	 just	 wanted	 someone	 else	 to	 buy	 and	 build	 them.	 I	 refused	 to	 do	 it	 myself
without	help	from	the	village	in	planning,	saving	money,	and	implementing	the	project.	The	chief	and	other













Her	world	 is	 there.	She	does	 the	 family’s	washing	and	cooking	 in	her	patched	skirt	and	bare	ebony













looked	 this	morning	 at	 the	 tips	 of	 the	mountains	 of	my	 humble	 village	 (elevation	 approximately	 3,200
meters)	surrounded	by	billowy	clouds	looking	as	if	their	rocky	heads	had	punctured	the	cap	of	the	world,




looking	 bird,	 a	 bald	 ibis	 in	 the	 books.	 I	 have	 heard	 it	 referred	 to	 as	 “that	 Dr.	 Seuss	 bird.”	With	 its
shimmery	blue-black	feathers	and	tremendously	long,	thin,	curved-yet-somewhat-pointy	reddish	beak	and






Nouns	 in	Sesotho	 belong	 to	 one	 of	 about	 six	 different	 classes	 based	 on	 prefixes,	 and	 the	 formation	 of
plurals	 and	 pronouns,	 ubiquitous	 in	 ways	 unimagined	 by	 native	 English-speakers,	 dictated	 by	 the
appropriate	noun	class.
These	noun	classes	present	problems	for	new	Lesotho	PCVs	who	just	want	to	know	the	word	for	this.
Had	our	 infinitely	patient	 trainers	begun	 to	explain	 the	 intricacies	of	noun	classes	 in	week	one	or	 two,
saying	 that	 the	 word	 this	 could	 be	 ena,	 tsena,	 mona,	 or	 a	 number	 of	 other	 words,	 depending	 on	 its
referent,	our	brains	might	well	have	exploded,	so	we	had	to	grit	our	teeth	and	accept	the	response,	“Oh,
don’t	mind,	we’ll	get	to	that	later.”







must	be	the	hardest	 subject	 to	 teach	due	 to	unexplainable,	 illogical	 idiosyncrasies),	 in	dirt-floor	 rooms
packed	with	seventy-plus	teenagers	who	spoke	a	language	that	I	didn’t	know.	I	had	never	lived	without
electricity	or	running	water,	and	believe	me,	that	takes	patience.
And	walking	 suddenly	became	 a	 problem.	At	my	 slowest	 natural	 stride,	 I	 soon	 realized	 I	 outpaced


















in	 South	Africa.	 But	 all	 I	 have	 seen	 here,	 in	 Lesotho	 and	 just	 across	 the	 border,	makes	me	 extremely




























IN	 JANUARY	 OF	 1965,	 I	 BOUGHT	 ALL	 OF	 THE	 NECESSITIES	 TO	 FILL	 MY	 MBEYA,	 TANZANIA,	 SCHOOL	 COMPOUND:












open	door.	 It	 looks	vacant	 and	hollowed	out	 like	 an	old	gourd.	Medicines	have	 long	 since	 evaporated
with	 the	 cool,	 misty,	 morning	 rains	 of	 the	 season.	 In	 front,	 five	 slab-mud,	 cement-covered	 homes	 are
nested	 in	a	valley	of	 rolling	hills,	picturesque	and	soothing	 to	a	 tiring	 traveler.	A	morning	 rain	plays	a
mighty	drum	roll	on	the	corrugated	roofs,	welcoming	me	to	 the	compound.	Stately	eucalyptus	 trees	hurl
down,	from	scented	branches,	rolls	of	raindrops.











Striding	 in	 to	 the	 rhythmic	music	 of	 his	 irimba	 (thumb	 piano),	Mr.	Mpacama	 arrives	 at	 the	Ngoba
Upper	Primary	School	to	begin	his	duties	as	headmaster.	The	Board	of	Missionaries	placed	him	here	to
upgrade	the	school.	Because	he	is	a	strict,	punctual	man,	they	expect	him	to	be	a	great	disciplinarian.
With	 the	changing	of	 the	guard,	 indulgences	disappear.	 If	 I	want	coffee	or	 tea,	 I	must	bring	 it	 in	my
thermos	every	morning.	I	must	also	supply	my	own	biscuits	(cookies).	Early,	around	6:30,	the	pounding





the	 storage	 areas,	 and	 liming	 the	 latrines	 are	 a	 necessity	 for	 maintaining	 sanitary	 conditions.	 The
headmaster	even	initiates	the	inclusion	of	a	sewing	class.	It	is	scheduled	at	the	end	of	every	day,	therefore
lengthening	the	average	amount	of	time	students	spend	in	school.




While	most	 students	 run	and	chant,	a	 small	group	 remains	 to	whisk	away	 footprints	 from	 the	drying
schoolyard.










I	 continue,	 “Sarah	 and	 I	 share	 photos	 and	 borrow	 reading	 materials	 from	 other	 Peace	 Corps









































of	 our	 school	will	 be	 ruined	 if	 students	make	 bricks	 for	 a	 punishment.”	Nevertheless,	 the	 headmaster
insists	and	teachers	are	dismissed.
Next	day,	after	school	is	over,	the	seventh	and	eighth	standard	students	meet	in	the	compound.





out	 the	wet	clay	mixture	and	pour	 it	 into	wooden	brick	molds,	 rectangular	wooden	 frames.	Each	holds
enough	mud	to	form	one	brick.	The	old	man	and	the	students	finally	dump	the	first	solidifying	brick	on	the






walks	 five	miles	 to	visit	 the	district	officer	whose	office	 is	 in	 the	government	boma	 (center).	 The	 old
teacher	explains	the	punishment	to	the	district	officer.	Mr.	Mpacama	is	summoned.
The	district	officer	says,	“Headmaster	Mpacama,	how	could	you	inflict	such	a	horrible	punishment	on










Mr.	Mpacama	 was	 sent—loudly	 protesting—to	 pick	 tea	 on	 a	 plantation	 in	 Tukuru,	 in	 the	 southern
district	of	Tanzania.	According	to	the	old	teacher,	who	is	a	traditional	man,	certain	rituals	of	work	must
be	maintained	in	order	to	give	stability	to	a	community.	These	rituals	outweigh	any	notion	of	progress	the
















“Because	you	were	playing	 soccer,”	Tate	 says.	The	 thick	muscles	of	his	 arms—arms	 that	 I’ve	 seen
plow	fields,	fix	engines,	fire	AK-47s—stand	out	as	he	whips	Timo	again	and	again.
“The	cattle	ate	the	mahangu,”	Tate	shouts.	“The	cattle	destroyed	the	crop.”
Tate	Shikongo’s	 eldest	 son,	 Petrus,	 is	 sitting	 next	 to	me	with	 the	 twenty-five-liter	omagongo	 gourd
between	his	feet.	He	removes	his	thin-rimmed	glasses,	wipes	them	on	the	collar	of	his	business	shirt,	and
laughs	 a	 thirty-years-ago-Tate-whipped-me-for-letting-cattle-into-the-field	 laugh.	 Tate	 Angula,	 the
headman	of	Okatope	village	and	Tate	Shikongo’s	older	brother,	sleeps	peacefully	next	to	us,	barefoot	in
the	sand.
I’ve	 seen	 Timo	 whipped	 before—the	 first	 time,	 two	 weeks	 after	 I’d	 moved	 into	 Tate	 Shikongo’s
homestead	during	training	in	late	2002;	I	couldn’t	sleep	until	 I	heard	the	midnight	rain	on	the	aluminum
roof	of	my	room.	I	signed	up	for	Peace	Corps	to	teach	English	as	a	foreign	language	just	out	of	college;	I
wanted	 to	 work	 in	 development,	 travel	 to	 little-known	 places,	 learn	 a	 new	 language	 and	 culture;	 I
believed	Peace	Corps	to	be	the	best	face	of	the	U.S.	government.
A	 year	 after	 9/11,	 as	 Bush	 made	 plans	 to	 invade	 Iraq,	 I	 arrived	 in	 Namibia	 confident	 that	 what
Volunteers	did	here—teach	 in	 schools,	 coordinate	AIDS	awareness	 activities,	 find	 the	 common	ground



























missionaries,	Tate	 said,	 “Alon	brother	 for	Moses.	Moses	no	 speak	word	of	God.	Alon	carry	message.
You	are	Alon.	You	spreading	message.”
I	had	been	in	Namibia	for	less	than	a	week	and	didn’t	know	there	is	no	“R”	sound	in	Oshindonga—”L”
and	 “R”	 are	 interchangeable,	 so	Alan	 becomes	Aaron	 becomes	Alon.	 Nor	 did	 I	 know	 that	 Owambos
believe	personal	qualities	can	be	attributed	to	people	through	names	and,	thus,	what	this	name	said	about
me.	 I	 was	 eager	 to	 be	 accepted,	 to	 feel	 a	 part	 of	 the	 family,	 and	 I	 hoarded	 whatever	 endearments	 I
received,	including	the	affectionate	“a”	they	tagged	onto	the	end	of	Alon.
Now,	when	he	 says	my	Namibian	name	and	 I	 think	 the	of	 the	 significance	of	 it,	 feeling	 impotent	 to
prevent	Timo’s	beating	and	somehow	culpable	because	I	witnessed	it,	I	think	to	myself,	My	name	is	not
Aaron.	I	have	no	message.









rain	falls	 like	a	mother’s	 touch,	nurturing	the	 land	after	nine	months	of	drought.	 It’s	a	bad	time	because


















































of	 the	 marula	 trees	 until	 they’re	 absorbed	 by	 the	 darkness.	 Tate	 takes	 the	 omagongo	 gourd	 and	 goes
inside.
I	move	 the	 oil	 barrel	 in	 front	 of	 the	 opening	 in	 the	 homestead	 fence	 so	 the	 goats	 and	 cattle	won’t
wander	 in	 during	 the	 night.	Walking	 back,	 I	 pass	Tate’s	window,	 fixed	 open.	My	 young,	white	 face	 is
reflected	in	the	glass.	My	name	is	not	Aaron,	I	think.
Inside	 the	 house,	Tate	 switches	 off	 the	 electricity	 and	 I	 feel	my	way	 through	 the	 darkness,	 past	 the





I	 undress	 in	 the	 room	 I	 slept	 in	 as	 a	 trainee,	 crawl	 under	 the	 mosquito	 net,	 and	 lie	 on	 top	 of	 the
blankets.	I	wonder	what	Timo	was	thinking	before	he	fell	asleep	after	the	beating,	if	he	cried	in	the	hut
amongst	his	brothers,	 if	he	 learned	 to	never	 leave	 the	cattle	untended.	 I	 look	at	 the	corrugated	 tin	 roof
above	me.
Their	 voices	 surface	 in	 the	 silence	 of	 the	 room:	 war,	 your	 father	 and	 your	 mother,	 God	 bless
















glares	 they	 eye	 one	 another,	 but	 do	 not	 speak.	 Tension,	 annoyance,	 determination.	 There	 is	 a	 single-
mindedness	and	focus	which	I	find	striking.	This	focus	makes	me	feel	lost.	Newspapers	begin	to	quickly
unfold,	headphones	are	 turned	 to	 the	highest	volume,	 eyes	are	 closed,	hands	grasp	 the	bar	 tightly,	with
tension.	A	man	bumps	me	and	apologizes	twice.	They	all	look	ambitious.	A	young	teenager	girl	steps	on
an	older	man’s	foot.	She	immediately	apologizes	and	moves	backward.














say.	 She	 still	 is	 not	 looking	 up	 and	 now	 seems	 annoyed.	 She	makes	 a	 gesture	with	 her	 eyebrows	 and


















“O.K.	You’re	 really	 really	 tense.	You	need	 to	 relax.”	 I	 am	curled	up	on	a	 cold	 steel	 table	with	my
pants	down	as	he	prods	me.





centimeter	 in	 length	 and	 has	 a	 small	 camera	 on	 it.	 The	 good	 news	 is	 it	 will	 not	 hurt,	 but	 will	 feel
uncomfortable.”
The	 examination	 is	 done	 relatively	 quickly	 but	 without	 any	 further	 conversation.	 At	 one	 point,	 he






















I	 left	 the	 examination	 flustered,	 perplexed,	 and	 terrified.	 I	 was	 angry	 at	 the	 insensitivity	 of	 the
secretary,	the	doctor,	the	cold	and	clinical	inhuman	feeling	of	the	overall	experience.	He	told	me	nothing.
He	made	me	feel	bad.	 I	knew	that	night	 I	would	go	home	to	a	Manhattan	hovel	with	nobody	 to	 talk	 to,
home	with	my	 thoughts,	 a	 tight	New	York	existence,	pressured	and	detached.	No	girl	holding	a	plastic
pitcher	 above	my	hands,	 no	 empty	bowl	beneath	 them.	No	warm	water	 to	gently	 caress	my	palms.	No




steely,	 as	 tough	 as	 tanks.	 In	 a	 sweltering	 room,	 they	 fan	 themselves	 and	 their	 offspring	 diligently	with












touch	 of	 malaria.	 Please	 see	 doctor	 first.”	 They	 seem	 to	 have	 a	 consultation	 then	 come	 to	 a	 mutual
consensus.	I	am	defensive	and	silly.	“I	have	a	flu!	I	am	not	stricken	with	malaria.	You	Africans,	you	say
everything	 is	 a	 touch	 of	malaria.	You	 cannot	 have	 a	 touch	 of	malaria.	You	 either	 have	malaria	 or	 you





I	 like	 teasing	 them.	 “Imagine	 being	 a	 touch	 pregnant.”	 They	 are	 howling	 now,	 cackling	 and
embarrassed.	Sick	mamas	carrying	sick	babies,	having	walked	for	ten	or	twenty	miles	from	the	fields	and
















glass	 jars	 lined	in	neat	rows	on	shelves.	“I	made	all	 those	myself.	Aren’t	 they	beautiful?	How	colorful
they	are,	right?	I	imagine	you	might	want	to	take	one	or	two	home	because	they	are	just	so	beautiful,	can’t










She	 shakes	 her	 head	 in	 agreement.	 “You	 see	 those	 taps	 over	 there?”	 she	 asks,	 pointing	 to	 a	 small
porcelain	sink	and	a	spigot.	“Water	has	not	come	out	of	those	taps	since	1969.	It	 is	a	decoration	piece.










































wound	 in	 my	 voice.	When	 verbalized,	 this	 sounds	 absurd,	 even	 embarrassing,	 and	 I	 am	 immediately
ashamed	for	having	told	her.	Wounded,	stabbed	in	the	very	heart,	by	shoeless	hungry	African	teenagers,





























that	 people	here	 are	dying	of	 typhoid?	 Imagine!	Typhoid.	This	 is	 a	 disease	 from	 the	Middle	Ages	you
know.	This	 is	 life	 in	corruption.	Breathe	deeply.	I	am	now	going	to	feel	your	neck	and	look	down	your
throat.”
“You	never	get	 bitter	 here?”	 I	 ask.	 “You	 see	 the	 corruption	 and	you	 are	making	no	money.	You	are
trained	in	India	right?”	She	nods	yes.	“In	India	you	could	make	quite	the	salary,	correct?”	I	ask.












“You	have	 to	 accept.	And	 you	 have	 to	 enjoy.	Enjoy	 everything.	You	 have	 a	 choice.	You	 can	 enjoy.




























“Believe	me	when	 I	 say	you	 can	 enjoy	 everything,”	 she	 says.	 “Nothing	 is	 too	good	 to	 be	 true.	 Just
laugh	more.	See	people	and	really	see	them.	See	it	all.	See	the	tapestry.”
I	experienced	 the	 failures	of	nations	on	 the	 faces	of	Kenyan	people.	 I	 realized	what	oppression	and
human	greed	and	the	thirst	for	power	does	to	continents,	to	countries;	how	it	obliterates	self-worth,	self-
esteem,	self-determination.	I	realized	what	white	dominance	is,	and	how	it	massacred	and	stymied	a	once
proud	and	dignified	continent	of	kingdoms	and	 tribes.	 I	 realized	 the	 true	meaning	of	corruption,	how	is
seeps	into	every	element	of	ordinary	human	life,	how	performing	a	simple	errand	can	land	you	in	jail	or
beaten	or	raped.	I	realized	that	life	is	complex,	that	culture	is	everything,	that	people	are	fundamentally
selfish,	 that	 people	 are	 fundamentally	 good.	 But	 what	 I	 realized	 most	 of	 all	 was	 that	 humans,	 when
stripped	 to	 the	 raw,	 need	 only	 their	 feelings	 and	 relationships	 to	 exist.	 When	 money	 and	 power	 and
possibility	is	unknown	or	stripped	away,	people	are	left	with	their	feelings	and	relationships.	I	 learned
how	communities	in	Africa	thrive	in	times	of	need,	and	how	they	accept	and	love	the	outsider	once	they










corners;	 the	 smiling	 running	 children	 who	 will	 never	 leave	 their	 village—and	 feel	 tremendous
appreciation	 to	 live	 in	 a	 country	 devoid	 of	 daily	 bribes	 and	 diseases	 easily	 treated.	 I	 feel	 profound
sadness	that	the	world	is	so	imbalanced.
Days	 stressing	 in	New	York	City.	Disconnecting	 from	 people	 attempting	 to	 connect.	Meetings	with


























Ouédo	was	 located	on	a	dirt	 road	perhaps	eight	miles	 from	Abomey-Calavi,	which	was	 the	closest
town	with	a	post	office.	Back	in	1974,	Volunteers	depended	on	la	poste	for	receipt	of	mail	and	monthly
allowances.	Each	of	us	had	been	issued	a	small	motorbike—a	mobylette—that	facilitated	trips	to	the	post








On	 one	 of	my	 rides	 down	 an	 unknown	 path,	 I	 spotted	 a	 revenant	 (meaning	 “ghost,”	 in	 the	 French
language)	 in	 the	distance	and	 it	was	coming	my	way!	 I	had	 learned	about	 these	ancestors	coming	back
from	 the	 other	world,	 but	 had	 never	 “met”	 one	 up	 close.	 It	 appeared	 like	 a	 small	 haystack	 floating	 or




















light	 of	 a	 kerosene	 lantern,	 but	 I	 missed	 the	 music	 of	 the	 drums.	 There	 were	 exceptions,	 however,











2001,	 the	nation	was	celebrating	an	annual	Voodoo	Day!	Kerekou	 retired	 from	office	 in	2006	upon	 the
election	of	the	current	president,	Boni	Yayi.
The	drums	have	continued	to	beat	as	a	democratic	and	peaceful	society	evolves	in	this	area	of	West





























sort	 vegetables	 to	be	 taken	 to	 the	market	 tomorrow.	 Ibrima	 is	 still	 over	 at	 the	neighbor’s,	where	he	 is
working	on	his	eleventh	cup	of	tea	for	the	day,	and	where	he’ll	likely	be	until	midnight	or	later.	He’ll	be


















house,	 painted	 yellow,	 with	 six	 empty	 rooms,	 a	 porch	 and,	 behind,	 an	 outhouse-shower	 and	 a	 small
building	with	 a	 kitchen	 and	 room	 for	 a	 houseboy	 or,	 in	my	 case,	 five	 schoolboys.	Like	 the	 rest	 of	 the
village,	the	house	had	no	electricity	or	running	water.




For	 this	was	Africa!	The	Dark	Continent.	Land	of	mystery	and	adventure.	True,	 the	 secondary	bush
around	Yonibana	wasn’t	exactly	the	great	game	plains	of	East	Africa,	nor	were	the	people	of	Yonibana—
khaki	 shorts	 and	 trousers,	 gaudy	 cotton	 shirts	 bearing	 portraits	 of	 Kwame	 Nkrumah	 and	 President
Kennedy,	 and	 cheap	 plastic	 sandals—exactly	 the	 tall	 Masai	 warriors	 with	 red	 robes,	 ostrich-plume
headdresses,	 and	 assegai	 spears	 I	 remembered	 from	National	Geographic.	 Sierra	 Leone,	 despite	 its
name	meaning	 “Lion	Mountain”	 in	Portuguese,	 didn’t	 even	 have	 lions,	 nor	 any	 of	 the	 continent’s	 other
iconic	animals.	I	made	a	bad	joke	about	this	contrast:	I’d	wanted	to	go	to	Africa,	but	the	Peace	Corps	sent
me	to	Sierra	Leone.
No	matter.	 I	 was	 young,	 and	 even	 Sierra	 Leone	 and	Yonibana	 allowed	me	 to	 indulge	my	 explorer
fantasies,	which	even	then	I	knew	were	only	that.
At	 the	Christian	Missionary	Society	bookstore	 in	Freetown	I	bought	a	 leather-bound	 journal	and,	 in
true	explorer	fashion,	began	recording	my	adventures	and	observations:
October	 5,	 1965:	 I	went	 into	 the	 bush	 today	with	 two	 other	 teachers	 and	 some	 students	 to	 cut
sticks.	After	we	finished,	and	as	we	were	walking	back,	we	talked	of	snakes.	The	most	dangerous






perhaps	morbidly,	 I	 turned	 to	 snakes	 to	 confirm	 this.	 After	 all,	 in	 the	 absence	 of	 lions,	 leopards,	 and
rhinos,	snakes	were	the	most	dangerous	animals	around.
Soon	after	hearing	about	 the	“king	of	snakes,”	I	was	sitting	on	my	porch	when	villagers	spotted	and










around	 the	 vines.	 My	 first	 thought	 was	 that	 it	 might	 be	 a	 green	 mamba,	 and	 indeed	 I	 later
confirmed	it	 to	be	so.	 It	glided	quickly	 from	branch	 to	branch,	 its	blue	 tongue	 flickering	 in	and
out.	I	watched	it	for	some	time	with	the	glasses,	and	when	it	slid	out	of	sight,	I	rose	to	look	closer,
but	it	had	vanished.	After	seeing	the	snake,	I	no	longer	felt	at	ease	sitting	beneath	the	tree.













by	 the	 light	of	an	oil	 lantern,	 I	sat	with	African	schoolboys	and	 teachers	on	my	porch,	and	 together	we









the	 thief	 would	 be	 found	 out.	 Sure	 enough,	 within	 a	week	 a	mighty	 crack	 of	 thunder	would	 be
heard,	even	if	the	sky	was	completely	clear	of	clouds,	and	the	thief	would	be	struck	dead,	even	if
he	was	in	a	house.
The	Africa	 of	Yonibana	was	 good,	 at	 least	most	 of	 the	 time.	Outside	 the	 village,	Africa	wasn’t	 so
good.	 I	made	 journeys	 at	 least	 once	 a	month	 to	 the	 capital	 city	 for	 supplies	 and	 to	 connect	with	 other























civil	 war	 and	 then	 into	 anarchy.	 Bands	 of	 teenage	 brigands,	 ragged	 but	 heavily	 armed,	 roamed	 the
countryside	 pillaging,	 raping,	 murdering,	 and—their	 special	 signature	 brand	 of	 savagery—severing
victims’	 arms	 and	 legs	 with	 machetes.	 Most	 foreigners	 departed,	 including	 the	 Peace	 Corps;	 the
government	collapsed.	While	the	civil	war	and	anarchy	finally	have	ended	and	foreigners	are	beginning	to
return,	Sierra	Leone,	despite	significant	natural	 resources,	has	 remained	 the	nadir	of	global	economies;
the	2007	United	Nation’s	Human	Development	Index	of	nations	ranked	Sierra	Leone	at	the	bottom.
The	 Sierra	 Leone	 I	 experienced,	 the	 Sierra	 Leone	 that	 disappointed	me	 for	 not	 being	 Africa,	 was
indeed	Africa,	the	real	Africa,	of	ordinary	people	facing	disease	and	inadequate	health	care,	pervasive
corruption,	 food	 shortages,	 and	 lack	 of	 opportunities.	 What	 most	 Americans	 see—the	 animals,	 the
photogenic	 tribesmen,	 even	 the	 exotic	 snakes—are	 just	 an	Africanized	 version	 of	 Buffalo	 Bill’s	Wild
West	Show.
I	identified	the	“king	of	snakes”	through	a	field	guide	as	a	night	adder,	Genus	Causus:	“Although	this





Yet	 without	 fantasies—and	 the	 idealism	 and	 optimism	 they	 engender—I	 and	 countless	 other	 young
Americans	would	not	 have	 left	 home	 for	 places	 like	Yonibana—and	we	needed	 to	go	 there,	 if	 only	 to




















I	 ride	my	bicycle	 two	blocks,	 to	have	breakfast	outside	 the	school.	 I	pass	 the	old	man	 I	pass	every











of	 the	woman	who	 serves	 them.	Her	head	 is	 ornamented	with	 a	gauze-like	black-and-orange	 scarf	 and




some	chickpea-like	beans,	 the	beans	 that	 I’m	going	 to	eat	 forever	 in	 the	afterlife,	 if	 I’m	good	and	kind.
Finally,	she	dips	her	spoon	into	the	sauce,	past	the	red	oily	superficial	layer	on	which	green	hot	peppers
float,	through	murky	regions	dense	with	mashed	tomatoes,	until	at	last	she	reaches	the	source	of	flavor.














While	 the	 sediment	 in	 the	 water	 settled,	 I	 looked	 out	 the	 back	 door	 at	 the	 hills	 in	 the	 distance,







get	him,	but	 I	didn’t	move	from	my	flea-infested	mattress	until	 I	heard	 the	rhythmic	 thud,	 thud,	 thud	of



















were	 no	 desks,	 just	 benches,	worn	 so	 smooth	 that	 the	 students’	 skinny	 bottoms	 slid	 off.	Most	 of	 them
didn’t	 have	 paper	 or	 books	 or	 pencils.	 I	 talked	 and	 they	 repeated.	 I	 wrote	 a	 few	 words	 on	 our	 tiny









The	Guragi	way	of	 life	had	not	changed	over	 the	centuries.	In	 larger	cities	 there	were	hospitals	and
high	schools,	post	offices	and	telephones,	electricity	and	foreigners;	influences	that,	like	thin	cracks	in	an
antique	 Chinese	 vase,	 doomed	 it	 to	 break	 apart	 from	 the	 pressure	 of	 change.	 Emdeber	 had	 no	 cracks















There	 was	 room	 inside	 my	 saar-bet	 house	 for	 all	 of	 us,	 teachers	 and	 students,	 Americans	 and
Ethiopians,	even	a	little	kitten	and	puppy	that	surely	would	have	been	a	hyena’s	dinner.	While	those	ugly
animals	 laughed	 outside	 in	 the	 darkness,	 pretending	 their	 hunger	 was	 funny,	 we	 inside	 had	 light	 and
laughter	and	love.	The	hyenas	gave	me	that	truth.





entourage	 of	men	 and	 boys	walking	 barefoot	 beside	 and	 behind	 him,	 carrying	 spears	 and	 swishing	 the
flies	 from	his	 face	with	 their	chiras.	We	were	 amazed	 at	 his	 huge	 saar-bet,	 the	 beautiful	 hand-carved

























people.	Women,	 covered	 in	 bright	 cloths	 of	 all	 colors	 and	 designs,	 humpbacked	with	 babies	 tied	 onto
their	backs,	clasped	smaller	hands	beside	them.






state	 its	English	name.	They	 responded	with	 the	Kiswahili	equivalent.	Popo	 is	bat,	 jua	 is	sun,	ua	 both
fence	 and	 flower.	Mtoto	 is	 one	 child,	 and	watoto	 are	 children.	 I	 was	 taken	 heart	 and	 soul	with	 their
openly	friendly	ways,	and	their	quick,	eager	smiles	and	laughter.
After	 a	 brief	 stay	 in	 Dar	 es	 Salaam,	 we	 were	 transported	 to	 a	 coastal	 mission	 village	 named
Bagamoya.	Its	translation	is	“lay	down	my	heart,”	given	because	of	its	involvement	with	the	slave	trade.
Countless	Africans	saw	their	homeland	for	the	very	last	time	there.
We	stayed	at	 a	Teachers’	College	 for	Kiswahili	 language	 training.	Another	group	of	Volunteers	had
already	passed	through.
The	 local	village	children	were	delighted	with	 this	second	wave	of	mzungu.	The	former	Volunteers






A	 year	 later,	when	 I	 visited	Bagamoya	 on	my	 own,	 I	 found	 a	 bit	 taller	 Joseph,	 still	wandering	 the
Teachers	College.	He	yelled	my	name	and	ran	to	where	I	sat,	placing	his	head	on	my	lap	and	hugging	my




taken	on	 the	steps	outside	our	dorm.	While	most	of	 the	children	smiled,	Faki	 scowled,	eyes	narrowed,
hands	outstretched,	palms	up	with	an	expression	 that	 said,	 “Give	me	 the	camera.”	One	day,	Faki	came
running	up	to	our	group	to	return	a	teacher’s	forgotten	wrist	watch,	a	very	expensive	black	market	item.
The	 unspoiled	 beach	 and	 crystal	 turquoise	 ocean	 of	Bagamoya	were	 irresistible.	The	 first	 time	we










told,	“hamna”	 (we	have	none).	Standing	outside,	 I	 heard	 shouting	nearby	 and	 then	 saw	a	bare-chested
man	wearing	a	long	off-white	cloth	wrapped	around	his	waist	down	to	his	feet.	He	started	yelling	in	some
tribal	 language.	His	 anger	 frightened	me.	 I	was	new	 in	 town,	 still	 just	 “mzungu,”	 and	 saw	no	 familiar
faces,	just	averted	eyes.	I	started	walking	quickly	toward	another	duka,	followed	by	his	yelling.	I	ducked
inside	the	doorway	and	hurried	in	among	those	gathered,	waiting	for	my	eyes	to	adjust	to	the	dark	interior.
Suddenly,	 a	 child	 started	 screaming	 loudly.	 I	 turned	 around	 expecting	 to	 see	my	 crazed	 follower.	 The







There	was	 a	 footpath	 between	 our	 house	 and	 our	 outhouse,	 and	many	 little	 bare	 feet	 passed	 by,	 to
school	 or	 town.	 The	 watoto	 always	 greeted	 us,	 some	 mumbling	 shyly,	 others	 curtsying	 respectfully.




















and	 sweet,	 I	 laughed.	 I	 sat	 down	 and	 talked	 in	Kiswahili	 until	 I	 remembered	 she	 probably	 only	 knew
Kisukuma,	so	I	talked	in	English.	She	sat,	calm	and	patient,	smiling	her	understanding	as	I	told	her	about
my	day.
We	 bonded.	 Finally,	 a	 sibling	 showed	 up,	 a	 small	 child	 herself,	 and	 adeptly	 lifted	 the	 baby	 to	 a
protruding	hip.	I	waved	my	goodbye	and	the	baby	smiled.	I	 later	learned	that	the	baby,	Lugwa,	was	the
youngest	of	the	family,	less	than	one	year	old.	I	would	see	some	of	her	first	steps	and	hear	some	of	her







and	 the	 villagers.	 She	 had	 an	 industrious	 father	 who	 provided	 fruits	 and	 vegetables	 grown	 without
chemicals	 and	 home-raised	 fish	 and	 rabbits.	 She	 had	 days	 of	 sun,	 warmth,	 and	 too	 blue	 skies.	 She
witnessed	complete	 rainbows	spanning	an	endless	plain,	and	dancing	 to	 the	beat	of	drums,	and	singing
within	the	village.	There	were	clear	cool	nights	lit	only	by	millions	of	stars	and	a	large	moon,	and	so	still
you	could	hear	the	silence.
I	 remember	 tops	 of	 heads	 outside	 high	 glassless	 windows,	 some	 comically	 bobbing	 up	 and	 down
trying	to	get	a	look	at	the	mzungu.	They	followed	me	and	were	awed	by	my	piki	piki.	They	watched	as	I
turned	the	key	and	the	monster	roared	to	life.	They	screamed	and	backed	away,	but	remained	transfixed.	I
would	 look	at	 their	 little	shocked	faces,	and	playfully	pat	 the	seat	behind	me,	saying,	“Twende!”	 (Let’s
go.)	Screams,	heads	fervently	shaking	no,	watoto	backing	away.





lined	 up	 all	 alone	 beside	 a	 footpath.	 They	 had	 short	 reddish	 hair,	 and	 distended	 bellies,	 signs	 of
malnutrition.	Yet,	 they	were	 singing	 in	 beautiful	 harmony:	 to	 no	 one.	 It	was	 joy,	 pure	 and	 simple,	 and




















feet	 like	 shoes,	 their	 hard,	 calloused	 soles	 spreading	 beyond	 the	 bottoms	 of	 their	 feet	 from	 years	 of
walking	without	shoes.
“Fi,	fi	sen,	du	ya,	fi,	fi	sen.”















Because	 he	 had	 no	 obvious	 reason	 to	 be	 begging,	 I	 saw	 him	 as	 an	 intrusion—someone	 to	 ignore,
circumvent,	shake	off.	But	as	I	tried	to	scurry	past	him	undetected,	he’d	cry	out	with	his	sandpaper	voice,
“Money,	 ma!	 Money,	 ma!”—the	 “ma”	 getting	 coarser	 and	 broader	 each	 time.	 “MAAAH,
MONNEEEYYY!”	Perhaps,	 if	he	caught	hold	of	my	unwilling	eye,	 I’d	give	him	a	 twenty-cent	piece	 to
quiet	him	until	next	week.
I	 would	 see	 the	 old	 beggar	 after	 traveling	 from	 my	 small	 town	 to	 the	 district	 capital—a	 hub	 of
commercial	 activity.	 In	 the	 wet	 season,	 the	 clay	 roads	 were	 eroded	 and	 slippery;	 in	 the	 dry	 season,
corrugated	 and	 dusty.	 Either	way,	 the	 twelve-mile	 ride	 usually	 took	 an	 hour,	 usually	with	 seven	 other










Meanwhile,	 around	 the	 corner,	 the	 lepers	 enjoyed	 socializing	 together	 in	 front	 of	 the	 supermarket
where	 expatriates	 and	 a	 few	 well-off	 Africans	 bought	 imported	 food	 to	 remind	 them	 of	 their	 ties	 to





And	 there	were	 shrimp	 chips	 imported	 from	 Japan.	 In	 the	 box,	 they	were	 quarter-sized	 translucent
pastel	wafers,	 but	 drop	 them	 into	 hot	 oil	 and	 they	 crackled	 and	 swelled	 up	 into	 the	 airy	 crispness	 of
cheese	curls.	We	bought	them,	not	out	of	fondness	for	cheese	curls,	but	because,	in	the	utter	stillness	of	the

















































status	 symbol.	 For	written	 communication	 about	 time,	 pictures	worked	best.	Often,	 I’d	 sit	with	 people

























in	 a	 big	 house	 on	 Cezanne	 Avenue	 in	 Aix-en-Provence,	 reading	 a	 book	 and	 drinking	 tea.	 A	 wave	 of















I	knew	nothing	about	Ghana	other	 than	 the	 fact	 that	 it	was	 sandwiched	between	Togo	and	 the	 Ivory
Coast	in	West	Africa	and	not	between	Suriname	and	Venezuela.	But	it	was	1968:	the	year	the	Vietnam	War
was	in	full	rage,	the	year	Martin	Luther	King,	Jr.	and	Bobby	Kennedy	were	assassinated,	the	year	Mayor
Richard	 Daley	 let	 loose	 the	 Chicago	 police	 on	 anti-war	 protestors	 outside	 the	 Democratic	 National
Convention.
It	was	a	good	year	to	join	the	Peace	Corps.
When	 I	 got	 off	 the	 plane,	 along	with	 the	 thirty	 other	Volunteers	 that	 summer—the	 first	 group	 to	 be
trained	 in	country—I	found	out	 just	how	different	Ghana	was.	 I	saw	men	walking	around	 in	wool	suits





We	had	come	from	 the	 land	of	plenty,	and	 it	was	expected	of	us	 that	we’d	share	what	we	had	with
those	 who	 didn’t	 because	 they	 would	 do	 the	 same	 if	 positions	 were	 reversed.	 They	 even	 had	 an
appropriate	saying,	one	often	seen	on	 the	 local	 tro-tro’s:	 “All	Die	Be	One	Die.”	They	had	 sayings	 for
almost	 anything,	 painted	 on	 walls,	 on	mammy	wagons,	 on	 the	 sides	 of	 lorries,	 at	 eating	 and	 drinking
establishments	 known	 as	 chop	 bars:	 “Skin	 Pain,”	 “Time	 is	Money,”	 “Book	No	Lie,”	 “And	 So	What,”




It	was	once	 the	Kwame	Nkrumah	 Ideological	 Institute,	where	Chinese	 and	Russian	 envoys	 came	 to
instill	 their	 ideologies	 on	 those	 who	 ran	 the	 country,	 until	 Nkrumah	 was	 toppled	 and	 the	 communists
































This	 spirit,	 in	 the	 form	 of	 a	 seven-foot	man,	 left	 his	 beach	 cove	 to	 visit	 his	wife	 on	Wednesdays.
Everyone	 knew	who	 the	wife	was,	 but	 no	 one	 claimed	 to	 have	 seen	 the	 spirit-husband.	 If	 he	 saw	you
looking	at	him,	you	would	be	 frozen	 in	position	 for	 the	 rest	of	 the	night.	 It	 sounded	 like	a	 tale	 to	keep
people	 off	 the	 streets	 one	 night	 a	 week.	 But	 this	 doctor	 said	 he	 had	 been	 attending	 a	 patient	 on	 the











sculptor	 whose	 works	 were	 exhibited	 in	 galleries	 around	 the	 world.	 He	 had	 studied	 in	 the	 U.S.	 and
England	and	was	head	of	the	Tettah-Quarshie	Hospital.	He	participated	in	a	program	with	the	Smithsonian











to	me	on	the	 lorry	 told	me.	It	was	 the	remains	of	a	stubborn	pregnant	woman	who	was	 told	by	a	fetish
priestess	not	to	walk	into	Larteh	with	sandals	on	her	feet.	She	didn’t	listen.	As	one	of	the	chief	reasons
women	 came	 to	 the	 shrine	 at	 Larteh	 had	 to	 do	 with	 conception,	 this	 story	 made	 perfect	 sense:	 the
priestess’s	 feet	 were	 never	 to	 touch	 the	 ground,	 thus,	 out	 of	 respect,	 one	 must	 approach	 the	 fetish
compound	barefooted.
The	 place	 was	 not	 a	 tourist	 attraction,	 but	 one	 of	 business.	 Women	 who	 went	 into	 “possession”
throughout	Ghana	and	found	themselves	speaking	in	tongues	were	often	sent	to	Larteh	to	become	trained	in
the	fetish	arts.	On	the	white	walls	leading	to	the	compound	were	large	wasp	nests,	which	were	symbols	of






elaborately	 carved	 stool,	 her	 sandaled	 feet	 resting	 on	 a	 white	 goat	 skin.	 Her	 advisors	 sat	 on	 simpler
stools	on	each	side	of	her.	There	was	no	mistaking	the	woman’s	imposing	presence,	and	when	she	saw
me,	I	knew	I	had	to	lower	myself	before	her.
















lose	 control,	 and	 she	 began	 jumping	 around	 like	 a	 soul	 possessed,	which	 she	was.	 The	 other	 chalked
women	began	clapping	their	hands	and	singing	as	she	hopped	around,	her	arms	waving	as	 if	she	was	a
bird	in	flight.	Then	a	second	woman	got	the	spirit	and	joined	her,	their	heads	bobbing	up	and	down	like
lizards,	 their	cloths	unraveling	as	 they	danced.	Their	exposed	breasts	showed	 their	ages:	one	was	 long


























I	 DECIDED	 TO	 JOIN	 THE	 PEACE	 CORPS	 IN	 1969,	 DURING	 MY	 MASTER’S	 PROGRAM	 AT	 BOWLING	 GREEN	 STATE







with	 “Sierra	 Lyoa,”	 meaning	 Lion	 Mountains,	 since	 the	 coastal	 regions	 looked	 like	 “lion’s	 teeth.”
Sixteenth-century	English	sailors	called	it	Sierra	Leoa	which	evolved	into	Sierra	Leone.	The	British,	who
took	over	 the	 country	 from	 the	Portuguese,	officially	 adopted	 the	name	 in	1787.	British	philanthropists







to	 begin	 our	 six-week	 training;	 living	with	 families	 to	 undergo	 “cultural	 adjustment”	 and	 learning	 the




provincial	 capital	of	 the	Southern	Province.	The	 school	was	operated	by	a	Catholic	order	of	nuns,	 the
Sisters	of	St.	Joseph.	I	lived	in	a	modest	cement-block	house	equipped	with	electricity	and	running	water.
I	 had	 three	housemates,	 also	 teachers	 at	 the	 school;	 two	were	 also	PCVs	and	 another	was	 a	Canadian
Volunteer.	Since	 the	Canadian	and	one	of	 the	PCVs	had	been	 there	 for	a	year	already,	 they	had	hired	a
“steward”	named	Brima	who	took	care	of	all	the	household	tasks.	Brima	had	a	great	sense	of	humor,	as
did	the	other	three	Volunteers.
After	dinner	 in	 the	evening,	we	would	 tell	 stories,	 including	Brima.	Local	neighbors	would	drop	 in
unannounced,	and	the	stories	would	continue.	We	had	a	local	“band”	in	the	neighborhood,	which	would
play	traditional	Salone	songs	at	least	once	a	month	with	handmade	instruments.




















our	dining	room.	All	 the	other	Volunteers	were	 in	 town.	Brima	had	finished	cleaning	up.	 I	happened	 to
look	 up	 from	 the	 paperwork	 just	 as	 a	 snake	 slithered	 under	 the	 front	 door,	 and	 then	 went	 under	 my
bedroom	door.	Brima	killed	the	six-foot	spitting	cobra	with	a	broom!
I	 try	 to	keep	abreast	of	what	has	happened	 to	Sierra	Leone	since	 I	 left	 in	1972.	Civil	war	conflicts
ravaged	the	country	from	the	late	1980s	until	2002.	Much	has	changed	there	since	I	was	a	Volunteer;	there


























of	 confusion:	 they	 look	 guilty.	Does	 she	 really	 think	 we’re	 not	 having	 sex?—“but	 you	 probably	 will
sometime	in	the	future.	Now,	how	many	of	you	plan	to	have	fourteen	children?”	The	girls	all	shake	their
heads	adamantly,	clucking	at	 the	very	idea;	several	boys	raise	 their	hands—obviously	 imagining	all	 the
fun	 they	could	have	producing	fourteen	offspring.	You	continue,	“How	many	of	you	plan	on	dying	from












Next,	you	ask	 for	a	volunteer	 to	demonstrate	how	 to	put	on	and	 remove	a	condom,	using	one	of	 the
wooden	penises.	Sakeus	jumps	up.	He	may	have	failed	four	out	of	his	six	subjects	last	term,	but	this	is	his






After	 Sakeus’	 condom	 demonstration,	 it’s	 time	 for	 a	 femidom	 (female	 condom)	 demonstration.	You
hold	up	an	empty,	two-liter	plastic	Fanta	bottle	and	announce,	just	for	the	fun	of	it,	“This	is	my	vagina.”




You	 encourage	 them	 to	 ask	 questions,	 answering	 them	 with	 only	 minor	 tinges	 of	 embarrassment.
Finally,	the	learners	ask	the	ultimate	question,	“Can	we	have	condoms?”	Of	course.	Although	you	don’t
want	to	admit	to	yourself	that	they	are	really	having	sex,	the	façade	is	shattered	when	the	learners	maul	the
box	of	 free	condoms	and	ask	 if	you	have	any	Cool	Ryder	or	Sense	brand	condoms,	because	 they	“like
those	ones	better.”












Mr.	Nuushona,	 enters	 the	 class	 to	make	 an	 announcement.	He	 is	 oblivious	 to	 the	 situation	 and	 doesn’t
seem	to	notice	anything	unusual,	such	as	your	desk	being	covered	in	condoms.	A	learner,	in	some	twist	of
cruelty,	 invites	 him	 to	 “stay	 and	 hear	 the	 lesson,	 because	 it’s	 very	 interesting.”	 Mr.	 Nuushona	 is	 a
compliant	guy,	so	he	says,	“Yeah,	sure.”
You	 find	 yourself	 suddenly	 embarrassed.	 You,	 who	 had	 been	 brazenly	 swinging	 wooden	 penises
around	while	discussing	the	pros	and	cons	of	femidoms	and	condoms,	have	been	brought	to	a	complete


















to	student	 inexperience.	Nor	was	 there	any	problem	with	 teaching	 them	how	to	de-parasite	 the	animals
because	 the	 school	 owned	 twenty	 oxen	 and	 one	 bull,	 and	 some	 degree	 of	 inexactitude	 in	 that	 process
would	probably	not	kill	any	of	them.
It	was	different	with	the	castrations.	It	was	rare	that	a	local	villager	brought	in	a	bull	at	the	right	time












students	 arrived	 at	 the	 corral	 that	 Thursday	morning,	 Boureima	 had	 already	 let	 the	 school	 herd	 out	 to
pasture,	and	I	had	prepared	the	necessary	equipment.	We	left	immediately:	the	class	was	scheduled	to	last
only	two	hours,	and	the	students	had	another	right	after.	Since	Boureima	had	told	me	his	village	was	only
a	 short	 distance	 down	 the	 road,	 I	 figured	 that	 it	would	 take	 fifteen	 or	 twenty	minutes	 to	 get	 there.	We
would	 then	have	more	 than	an	hour	 to	perform	the	procedures	before	heading	back.	Two	hours	seemed
plenty	of	time.



















we	 could	 see	 children	 playing	 with	 the	 oxen,	 skinny	 four-year-old	 kids	 jumping	 up	 onto	 800-pound






allow	 them	 to	 get	 to	 know	us	 before	we	 discussed	 business.	This	was	 customary.	Through	 the	 student
interpreter,	 I	 reminded	Boureima	 that	we	 did	 not	 have	much	 time.	He	 nodded,	 but	 I	 knew	 that	 getting
Boureima	to	follow	a	schedule	was	about	as	likely	as	getting	those	bulls	to	castrate	themselves.
It	 took	ten	minutes	of	conversation	with	 the	elders	 in	broken	Zarma	before	Boureima	brought	up	the
idea,	as	if	he	had	just	thought	of	it,	of	our	using	the	Western-style	equipment	we	had	brought	to	castrate








which	 had	 always	 taken	 them	 an	 hour,	 caused	 great	 pain	 to	 the	 bull,	 and	 created	 the	 risk	 of	 serious










By	 the	 time	we	had	castrated	all	 the	bulls	of	age,	every	member	of	 the	class	had	handled	 the	pince



































DURING	 OUR	 PRE-SERVICE	 TRAINING	 (PST),	 AFTER	 SEVERAL	WEEKS	 OF	 STAYING	WITH	 OUR	 HOST	 FAMILIES,	WE
gathered	for	a	few	days	at	 the	town’s	broken-down	excuse	for	a	 lycée,	where	our	daytimes	were	filled












I	 was	 careful	 to	 go	 for	 the	 rice	 and	 vegetables,	 avoiding	 the	 bits	 of	 goat.	 One	 fellow	 trainee	 had
pointedly	observed	 the	eating	habits	of	 the	 town’s	 free-range	goats,	 exclaiming,	“No	wonder	we’re	all
getting	sick!	We’re	eating	the	goats,	and	the	goats	are	eating	garbage!”
In	 any	 event,	 on	 the	 night	 of	 the	 wedding	 reception,	 just	 after	 going	 to	 bed,	 I	 experienced	 gastric
distress.	 I	had	been	 invited	 to	 sleep	on	 the	 roof	of	 the	home	of	Stacy,	 a	 first-year	PCV	who	 lived	 just
across	 the	 street	 from	 my	 host	 family.	 Sleeping	 on	 the	 roof	 meant	 taking	 advantage	 of	 any	 available






















Wow!	 They	 can	 do	 that?	 was	 my	 answer.	 Yes,	 they	 could,	 and	 yes,	 they	 did!	 The	 nurse	 gave	 me
medication,	I	had	to	drink	a	liter	of	water	with	disgusting	oral	rehydration	salts,	and	I	stayed	all	day	and
that	 night	 in	 the	 infirmary.	 I	 napped	much	 of	 the	 day	 and	 slept	 nine	 and	 a	 half	 hours	 that	 night—all	 in
glorious	air-conditioned	comfort!
There	was	a	 tremendous	storm	that	night,	necessitating	 that	everyone	move	from	their	usual	outdoor
sleeping	places	 to	 the	hot	 indoors.	The	 following	day,	 just	about	everyone	was	 talking	about	 the	awful
night	 that	 they	 had.	 But	 I	 had	 finally	 had	 a	 good	 night	 sleep,	 which	 totally	 transformed	 my	 attitude.









THE	 INSIDE	OF	THE	GREEN-AND-WHITE	B&C	BUS	 FEELS	HOT	AND	HUMID,	AND	HAS	 SINCE	WE	LEFT	MAGUNJE	AND
began	 traveling	 on	 the	 dusty,	 red	 clay	 and	 gravel	 road.	 I	 angrily	 wonder	 if	 the	 sun,	 recognizing	 our









mix	 of	 sweat	 brought	 on	 by	 heat	 and	 hard	 work,	Chibuku,	 tobacco,	 wood-smoke,	 greasy	 hair-cream,
roasted	mealie-cobs,	babies,	and	recently	washed	clothes	never	purged	of	these	odors.
“Hasina	 matickets,”	 barks	 the	 conductor,	 searching	 for	 passengers	 who,	 somehow,	 have	 boarded
unnoticed	 and	 haven’t	 yet	 bought	 tickets.	 How	 he	 thinks	 this	 could	 happen	 mystifies	 me,	 as	 no	 one
(including	me)	 travels	without	 at	 least	 two	 large	 bags,	 one	 full	 of	 clothes	 and	 another	 of	 food.	 Some
adventurous	people	add	children,	 a	 radio,	 and	household	goods	 like	buckets,	washing	basins,	pots	 and




he	 climbs	 on	 top	 with	 the	 bus	 still	 moving,	 using	 the	 railing,	 the	 door	 hinges,	 and	 the	 door	 itself	 as
leverage.








eat	 at	 the	bottle	 store—dry	 loaves	of	bread,	 crisps	 (potato	chips),	 cold	minerals	 (soft	drinks)—or	buy
outside	 from	 the	 female	 vendors—guavas,	mangoes,	wet-but-not-frozen	 freezits	 (popsicles),	 and	 sweet






the	horn	while	 the	 loader	urgently	yells	 “Handei”	 and	bangs	his	 fist	 on	 the	hot	metal	 door.	Soon	 after
departure,	 the	conductor	announces	 the	 first	 stop:	“Chiroti	Pa	Chikoro,”	 (the	 stop	at	Chiroti	Secondary
School).	No	one	responds,	so	we	continue.
Beginning	 our	 descent	 to	 the	 Sanyati	 River,	 a	 collective	 anticipation	 builds	 and	 all	 conversation
ceases.	The	steep	road	contains	deep	gullies	created	by	quick-flowing	rainwater	making	the	descent	slow
and	 treacherous.	 The	 absence	 of	 homesteads	 and	 fields—and	 the	 abundance	 of	 the	 lush,	 green	 “bush”




on	 their	 own	 homesteads.	 The	 river,	 now	 full	 and	 rushing	 quickly	 west	 toward	 Lake	 Kariba	 (sixty
kilometers	 away),	 resembles	 iced	 coffee—the	 result	 of	 heavy	 rainfall	 stealing	 the	 rich	 topsoil	 of
unfortunate	farmers	upstream.
The	 river	 signals	my	 arrival	 at	 home.	After	 nearly	 eight	 hours	 on	 this	 “chicken	 bus”	 (aptly	 named
because	of	the	crowding	and	occasional	presence	of	chickens),	only	thirty	kilometers	of	the	worst	roads
remain,	 so	 bumpy	 that	 not	 holding	 your	 tongue	 behind	 clenched	 teeth	will	 likely	 result	 in	 biting	 it	 off.
Black-and-blue	 striped	 tsetse	 fly	 traps	 come	 into	 view	 and	 Peter	 Store,	 where	 the	 tsetse	 fly-control
barricade	is	situated,	looms	ahead.
Betraying	the	importance	of	his	job,	the	Animal	Control	Officer	approaches	the	bus—large,	black	net
ready	 to	 capture	 unwanted	 flies—with	 his	 blue	 overalls	 uniform	 tied	 by	 the	 arms	 around	 his	 waist
revealing	a	hair-speckled	chest	and	a	belly	stretched	to	the	limit	by	beer.	Before	checking	for	tsetse	flies,
he	 buys	 two	 loaves	 of	 freshly	 baked	 bread	 from	 the	 driver	 (our	 only	 daily	 source	 of	 bread	 and	 the
Zimbabwe	Sun).	After	slowly	inspecting	the	exterior	of	the	bus,	he	half-heartedly	lifts	the	barricade	and,
with	a	salute,	sends	the	bus	on	its	way.
Traveling	 up	 the	 hill	 with	 the	 horn	 blasting	 continuously,	 we	 pass	 schoolchildren	 trudging	 home.
































I	wave	 to	 the	 villagers	 and	 children	who	 are	 already	 in	 the	 grove,	 picking	mangos	 for	 sale	 in	 the
market.	 I	 pass	 as	 the	 children	make	 their	 way	 to	 school	 in	 the	morning,	 carrying	 their	 little	 rice-sack
backpacks	as	 they	bound	along.	 I	dodge	 the	various	cattle,	goats,	 and	pigs	along	my	 route.	Passing	 the
river,	 I	 can	 see	 the	 dark	 outlines	 of	 the	 hippos	 as	 they	 float	 lazily	 amongst	 the	 marsh	 grasses,	 and	 I
continue	on	into	the	rice	fields.	The	view	is	spectacular,	and	a	far	cry	from	nine	months	ago	when	I	was























times	Pam	and	I	spent	 traveling.	Hitching	rides	from	our	 town	in	 the	middle	of	 the	country	 to	Blantyre,
nearly	sixty	kilometers	away;	taking	the	day	bus	to	visit	other	Volunteers;	and	sitting	in	the	crowded	night
compost	bus	that	carried	the	overnight	mail	(“cum	post”),	wedged	in	amongst	the	chickens	and	a	variety
of	small	and	pungent	 livestock.	And	yes,	 the	 few	 times	 that	we	hitchhiked—me	with	a	broken	arm	and
Pam	seven	or	eight	months’	pregnant—to	visit	the	Peace	Corps	doctor.




teaching,	we	decided	 to	venture	out	 to	 two	neighboring	 countries	 for	 a	 little	 rest	 and	 recreation.	We’d
meet	up	with	another	young	married	couple	in	Blantyre	and	set	out	on	our	first	train	ride.	Our	plans	were
ambitious.	We	were	going	to	ride	the	train	into	Mozambique	(still	a	Portuguese	colony),	spend	a	few	days
at	 the	 seaside	 resort	 of	 Estoril,	 aka	 Rhodesia-by-the-Sea.	 From	 there	 we’d	 hitchhike	 to	 Salisbury,
Rhodesia	 (soon	 to	 be	 off-limits	 to	Americans),	 and	 take	 the	 train	 back	 to	Blantyre—all	 before	 school
resumed	in	January.
Forty	 years	 ago,	 Blantyre	 was	 a	 bustling,	 cosmopolitan	 city	 serving	 as	 the	 de	 facto	 capital	 of	 the
country.	Nearby	Zomba	was	 the	 official	 capital	 then,	 but	Blantyre	was	 the	 hub	 of	Malawi’s	 trade	 and
finance.	It	had	a	number	of	good	restaurants,	two	British-style	bookshops,	a	supermarket,	several	better
than	 average	 hotels,	 a	 lively	 old	 market	 with	 delectable	 street	 foods,	 and	 a	 drive-in	 theater.	 It	 even
boasted	 a	 bohemian	 café	 with	 a	 rumbling,	 snorting	 cappuccino	 machine.	 I	 still	 remember	 the	 heady
combination	of	coffee	and	spicy	samosas—a	unique	blend	of	Europe	and	Asia	in	Africa
We	stocked	up	on	food	to	get	us	through	our	twenty-six-hour	trip.	Bread,	cheese,	nuts,	cold	drinks,	and
whatever	 fruit	we	 could	 safely	 eat	without	 having	 to	wash	 them	 thoroughly,	 bananas	 always	 the	 safest








Soon	 turned	 out	 to	 be	 six	 hours	 later.	 Meanwhile,	 we	 waited	 among	 our	 fellow	 passengers.	 The
Malawians	 took	 the	 long	wait	 in	 stride.	The	men	squatted	near	 the	platform,	 smoking	and	chattering	 to




The	 train	 ride	 to	 the	 border	was	 unremarkable.	The	 train	 stopped	 occasionally.	As	 it	 did	 so,	 local
vendors	lined	the	platforms,	selling	their	wares;	children	stood	waving	or	holding	their	hands	out	in	hopes


















We	 asked	 the	 conductor	 about	 getting	 sheets	 and	mosquito	 nets.	 And,	 oh	 yes,	 about	 food,	 as	 well.
Sorry,	he	said,	no	sheets,	no	mosquito	nets,	and	no	food.	The	four	of	us	looked	at	each	other	and	settled	in
for	 a	 long	night	of	 stifling	heat,	 high	humidity,	 no	 food,	 flies,	 and	what	 seemed	 like	 every	mosquito	 in
Southern	Africa.























Except	 for	 those	 spectacular	 sights,	Rhodesia	 proved	 to	 be	 an	 oppressive	 place.	After	 living	 in	 an
independent	 black	 African	 country,	 albeit	 one	 with	 a	 one-party	 dictatorship,	 the	 vileness	 of	 apartheid
seemed	all	too	real.

















RABAT	WAS	 ONLY	 A	 FEW	 DAYS	 OLD	 TO	 ME.	 I	WAS	WORKING	 UP	 THE	 COURAGE	 TO	 LEAVE	 THE	 SECURITY	 OF	 THE
training-site	 hotel	 and	 venture	 out	 alone	 into	 the	 streets	 of	 djellaba-clad	 men	 and	 veiled	 women	 in
Morocco’s	capital.	 I	needed	 to	call	my	children	and	grandchildren	 to	 let	 them	know	 that	 I	had	arrived
safely	in	the	country	that	was	to	be	my	home	base	for	the	next	twenty-seven	months.
There	was	no	phone	at	the	house	of	my	host	family.	There	were,	however,	strange	beds,	loud	prayer
calls	 five	 times	a	day,	several	pastel-colored	chickens,	and	 lots	of	 foods	 that	 I	had	never	eaten	before.
The	 chicks	were	 le	Eid	gifts.	The	 food,	 it	 seemed,	was	 for	 startling	my	palate.	 I	was	 roommates	with
Jackie,	a	fellow	PCVer	from	Puerto	Rico	who	spoke	French	well.	She	was	my	language	savior.
Around	the	corner,	Kumi	was	in	the	same	fix	as	I,	an	older	Volunteer	with	minimal	language	skills.	Our
host	 families	were	 related	somehow,	so	we	often	spent	 time	 together.	The	second	week	 in	country,	our
















olive	 skin,	 brown	 eyes,	 and	 black	 hair.	 I	 am	 Scandinavian:	 ice	 white	 skin,	 blue	 eyes,	 and	 red	 hair
everywhere.	 I	 definitely	 felt	 the	 brown	 eyes	 of	 every	 Arabic	 African	 upon	 me.	 There	 are	 not	 many
Scandinavians	in	Morocco.
Turns	out	 that	 there	weren’t	 enough	stools	or	buckets	 to	go	around	 for	our	group	of	 four	adults	 and



























Stetson	hat,	with	a	 twenty-dollar	gold	piece	 in	his	watch	chain.	He	did	not	ask	 to	be	shaved.	What	 the
Great	Satchmo	knew,	and	I	 just	 learned,	 is	 that	 there	are	straight	 razors	 in	heaven.	So	put	on	your	best
clothes,	get	all	pretty,	and	get	shaved	by	the	blessed.



























He	 turned	 down	 for	 the	 neck.	 A	 slip	 of	 the	wrist	 and	 life’s	 end	 comes.	 The	 headline	 in	 the	Post:
“Moroccan	 Barber	 Terrorist	 Murders	 American	 Peace	Worker.”	 Then,	 like	 the	 initial	 warm	 relief	 of
urinating	in	your	pants,	I	achieved	total	nirvana.	I	was	enlightened.
He	finished	and	the	guilt	set	in.	I	really	did	feel	like	the	boy	who	peed	his	pants.	“What	do	I	do	now?”





After	a	 few	minutes,	maybe	hours,	 the	blessed	barber	 took	notice	and	asked,	“Would	you	 like	some












































imported	to	Africa—first	 to	Botswana	and	later	 to	Ghana.	In	 these	countries,	a	woman’s	 large	buttocks
are	lavishly	and	openly	admired.







Minister:	 Eeee,	 Mma.	 Maraho	 waharho	 wamouncle	 taaaaata!	 [Yes,	 Ma’m.	 Your	 buttocks	 are
incredibly	beautiful.]
Myself:	Keitumetsi,	Rra.	[Thank	you,	sir.]




















your	 butt,	 it’s	 so	 small.	But,	 no	matter	what	 size	 your	 butt	 is,	we	 can	be	happy	we	have	 this	 precious











IT	 PROMISED	 TO	BE	A	 LONG	MOTORCYCLE	RIDE	 TO	 THE	VILLAGE	WHERE	 I	WOULD	BE	WORKING	 THAT	DAY.	 IT	WAS
barely	dawn	when	I	finished	my	breakfast,	but	the	rhythmic,	earthen	thump	of	a	woman	pounding	cassava
flour,	punctuated	by	an	occasional	rooster	call	from	the	village	on	the	hill	above	our	house,	signaled	that
others	were	 also	 beginning	 their	morning.	 I	 broke	 the	 still	 of	 the	 dawn,	 kicking	 over	my	motorcycle’s
engine	and	accelerating	past	our	bamboo	gate	into	the	fog.
Before	 coming	 to	Zaire,	 I	 never	 knew	how	cold	 it	 got	 in	 the	mornings	 of	 dry	 season.	The	 chill	 air
rushing	past	as	I	negotiated	 the	rutted,	 red-clay	roads	made	my	hands	stiff	and	uncomfortable.	My	wife
and	I	occupied	a	double	post,	each	working	with	our	own	fish	farmers,	but	we	had	worked	out	a	strategy
where,	 every	 few	 months,	 we	 switched	 to	 see	 how	 our	 partner’s	 work	 was	 progressing.	 It	 was	 a





as	 I	 attempted	 to	maintain	 control	 in	 the	 deep,	 soft	 sand	 of	 the	 village’s	 central	 thoroughfare.	 Finally
stopping	at	one	of	our	farmer’s	houses,	I	stepped	off	with	a	wall	of	smiling	kids’	faces	tightly	crowded






shake.	 Many	 gripped	 their	 right	 forearm	 with	 their	 left	 hand	 in	 emphasis	 of	 earnestness	 and	 respect
intended	by	their	greeting.
Shaking	hands,	I	took	care	not	to	miss	one,	and	to	pay	attention	to	the	elder,	acknowledging	the	respect





of	 daily	 tasks	 so	 important	 to	 successfully	 raising	 an	 abundance	 of	 large	 fish	 in	 the	 six	 months	 from
stocking	to	harvest.	Feeding	the	fish,	cutting	the	grass,	adding	compost,	keeping	the	overflow	pipes	clear
—a	farmer’s	diligence	to	routine	completion	of	these	and	other	tasks	was	the	key	to	a	rewarding	harvest.
There	 is	no	better	 teacher	 than	good	example,	 so	 I	worked	along	 side	 the	 farmers.	Grabbing	a	narrow
bamboo	 pole	 lying	 near	 the	 bank,	 I	 inserted	 it	 into	 one	 of	 the	 overflow	 pipes	 at	 the	 top	 of	 the	 dike.










Well,	 the	 truth	was	 that	 I	wasn’t	 thinking,	 because	otherwise	 I	would	have	 realized	 that	 this	 prized
catch	 was	 valued	 protein	 destined	 make	 a	 welcomed	 meal	 for	 the	 farmer’s	 family.	 And	 here	 I	 was,
stupidly	 asking	 to	 take	 some	 home	 to	my	 cat!	 Thankfully,	 I	 realize	my	mistake	mid-sentence.	But	 how
would	I	explain	that	I	had	changed	my	mind?





















only	 to	 find	 that,	 outside	 of	 a	 handful	 of	 people	 who’d	 attended	 elementary	 school	 in	 a	 neighboring
village,	nobody	could	even	say	bonjour.
Villagers	 comforted	 me	 after	 the	 events	 of	 September	 11th	 (news	 of	 which	 reached	 Basma	 on
September	14th)	by	assuring	me	that	it	could	not	have	happened:	110-story	buildings	simply	do	not	exist.
I	 had	 expected	 the	 first	 weeks	 to	 be	 difficult.	 But	 when	weeks	 turned	 to	months	 and	 things	 didn’t
improve,	 I	 began	 to	 lose	 faith—in	my	 program,	 in	my	 village,	 and	most	 of	 all,	 in	myself.	 Though	my



















that	 I	 hadn’t	 even	 known	 existed	 until	 our	 walks	 took	 us	 there.	 Most	 importantly,	 nurturing	 her
transformation	from	a	hungry,	abandoned	puppy	to	a	full-grown,	healthy	dog	inspired	my	own	efforts	to





on	 my	 experiences.	 Different	 languages	 don’t	 preclude	 communication;	 they	 only	 make	 it	 more
challenging.	Criticism	for	poor	language	skills	is	evidence	that	someone	wants	to	talk,	and	maybe	they’re
even	offering	to	be	a	tutor.	I	became	less	hung	up	on	my	frustrations	and	failures,	and	more	cognizant	of
my	 successes.	 I	 began	 to	 develop	 friendships	with	 co-workers	 at	 the	 health	 clinic	 as	well	 as	with	 the
villagers	around	me.	A	little	imani	changed	my	life	in	Basma.
A	year	into	my	service,	the	experience	had	completely	turned	around.	I	was	integrated	into	my	village.
I	had	friends,	and	even	an	adoptive	 family.	Though	fluency	 in	Mooré	still	eluded	me,	 I	had	achieved	a






somewhere	and	gotten	 lost.	 I	could	not	 shake	 the	 fear,	however,	 that	 I	had	done	something	 to	make	her
leave.	 I	 asked	 around,	 and	 sensed	 a	 strangeness	 in	 people’s	 responses,	 but	 assumed	 it	 was	 because
nobody	quite	knew	how	to	deal	with	such	a	distraught	American.






the	 life	cycle.	But	knowing	 that	she	had	been	killed	by	my	villagers	 for	a	night’s	supper	was	harder	 to
deal	with.	I	lost	all	faith	in	those	around	me	when	I	lost	Imani.
I’m	not	sure	if	there	is	a	“normal”	mourning	period	for	an	eaten	dog.	It	took	me	several	weeks	before	I












Much	as	 I	 learned	during	my	years	 in	Burkina,	 there	are	 some	cultural	differences	 that	 I	will	never














sauntered	along	Liberty	Stadium	Road	 in	 full	Nigerian	dress	 from	Adeyoola	Chambers	 to	 the	church,	a
forty-five-minute	walk.	 It	 was	 the	 church’s	 big	 event	 of	 the	 year,	 a	 festive	 harvest	 celebration.	 Seven
special	guests	from	Ibadan	had	been	invited	to	participate—Mr.	Amusan,	a	general	trader;	Mr.	Adekoya,
an	accountant;	Mr.	Shogbesan,	an	insurance	broker;	Mr.	Ayoola,	a	solicitor;	Chief	Ogunlesi,	the	Director
of	 Broadway	 Printers;	Mr.	 Olomo,	 a	 politician	 from	 the	 Ibadan	Ministry	 of	 Finance;	 and	me,	 tutor	 at
IBHS.






One	of	my	 students,	Musa,	 had	 introduced	me	 to	 an	honest,	 hard-working	 tailor	 in	 the	 city.	He	had
made	me	a	beautiful	 traditional	Yoruba	man’s	outfit.	 It	 consisted	of	 a	 flowing	outer	 garment,	 a	 sapara
(agbada),	 worn	 over	 a	 matching	 shirt	 (orbuba)	 and	 trousers	 (sokoto).	 All	 were	 made	 of	 cloth	 with
alternating	 narrow	blue	 and	white	 stripes.	The	 sokoto,	 tightened	with	 a	 drawstring,	 closely	 resembled
pajama	bottoms.	On	my	head,	I	wore	an	attractive	tan-and-beige-patterned	felt	fila.
The	 service	 was	 long,	 lasting	 about	 two	 hours.	 As	 the	 morning	 festivities	 wore	 on,	 the	 church
approached	sauna-like	conditions.	Midway	in	the	service,	each	special	guest	was	recognized	in	turn.	All
seven	of	us	were	listed	in	the	program,	each	with	a	full	page	devoted	to	us,	including	a	special	song	in	our
honor.	The	 six	Nigerian	honorees	had	 songs	 in	Yoruba.	 I	was	 listed	 last,	 and	my	song	was	 in	English:
“The	harvest	is	passing,	the	summer	will	end.”	My	song	began	with	the	phrase	“Hark	sinner	while	God
from	on	high	 doth	 entreat	 thee,”	 a	 curious	 coincidence,	 as	 I	was	 certain	 none	 of	 the	 program	planners
knew	I	was	an	agnostic	and	infrequent	churchgoer.
Growing	up	in	Smithtown,	on	Long	Island,	New	York,	my	main	reason	for	faithfully	attending	the	First
Presbyterian	Church	on	Main	Street	 each	Sunday	was	because	 I	 enjoyed	 singing	 in	 the	choir	under	 the
direction	 of	 choirmaster	Don	Gardner.	Mr.	Gardner	wrote	 several	 pieces	 of	 religious	music	 including






one	 had	 bothered	 to	mention	 that	 it	was	 a	 highly	 publicized	 special	 church	 occasion,	 or	 that	 the	 other
honorees	included	important	local	officials,	successful	businessmen,	and	well-off	politicians.
I	had	a	 ten-pound	note	 in	my	 trouser	pocket,	 at	 that	 time	equivalent	 to	about	$24.	 I	had	given	some
thought	to	my	donation.	I	wanted	to	be	generous	and	let	the	congregation	know	how	much	I	appreciated	the
honor	 of	 being	 asked	 to	 participate.	 But	 I	 didn’t	want	 to	 embarrass	 the	 other	 participants	 and	 project





excessive,	 perhaps	 even	 offensive?	Was	 I	 about	 to	 project	 a	 blatant	 and	 unnecessary	 show	of	wealthy
American	arrogance?	Too	late	now,	I’m	here,	and	all	I	have	with	me	is	the	single	ten-pound	note.
After	nearly	an	hour	spent	 reciting	 religious	passages	and	singing	eight	anthems,	many	of	 them	with
multiple	stanzas	and	 long	solo	parts,	 the	special	part	of	 the	ceremony	began.	The	choir	and	full	church




of	 the	 stage.	 I	hadn’t	been	aware	of	 the	box	until	 then.	Arriving	at	 the	box	he	 reached	 into	his	pocket,
deposited	something	inside,	then	shuffled	back	to	his	seat,	keeping	beat	with	the	music	all	the	way.	As	he
was	returning	to	his	seat,	an	elegantly	dressed	Nigerian	woman	standing	by	the	collection	box,	who	had
been	singing	some	of	 the	 solo	vocal	parts	 throughout	 the	 service,	 reached	 into	 the	box	and	held	up	 the
offering	 for	 all	 the	 congregation	 to	 see.	 “Twenty	pounds,”	 she	 announced.	The	congregation	 responded
with	 cheers	 and	 shouts	of	 approval.	Mr.	Amusan	 smiled,	 faced	 the	 audience,	 graciously	 received	 their
praise,	then	took	his	seat.	Good	grief,	I	thought.
Then	 it	was	 the	 turn	 of	Mr.	Adekoya,	 the	 accountant.	A	 soloist	 began	 singing	 the	 first	 verse	 of	 his
specially	 selected	 song	 “F’Olunun	 wa	 o	 Olorun	 Ibukun	 iba	 Re	 to	 to,	 K’a	 to	 korin	 o	 ajuba	 Emi
Mimo….”	Several	portly	older	women	from	the	congregation	 left	 their	seats	and	moved	into	 the	center
aisle	of	 the	 church,	 singing	and	 shaking,	 as	Mr.	Adekoya	danced	across	 the	 floor	 to	 the	money	box.	 In
slow,	 subdued	 fashion	 he	 glided	 gracefully	 across	 the	 stage.	Nearing	 the	 box	 he	 picked	 up	 the	 tempo,
showing	off	some	special	dancing	skills.	Then,	 finishing	with	a	 flourish	 involving	several	 twirls	of	his
body,	he	stuck	his	hand	in	the	box.	“Twenty	pounds,”	the	box	keeper	announced,	holding	up	and	waving
about	a	crisp	twenty-pound	note	for	all	to	see.	More	cheers	from	the	congregation.
The	 insurance	 broker	 and	 the	 solicitor	 were	 even	 more	 generous.	 Sitting	 on	 stage	 watching	 their
performances,	 facing	 the	multitude,	 I	 was	 feeling	 sick	 to	my	 stomach	 and	 increasingly	 uncomfortable.
Rivers	of	perspiration	poured	from	my	armpits.	My	hands	were	clammy.	I	sensed	the	blood	draining	from
my	face,	my	clothes	becoming	damp	and	clinging.
Then	Chief	Ogunlesi	 took	 to	 the	 floor	 in	his	elegant	 traditional	dress.	Exhibiting	 fancy	footwork,	he
















At	 the	end	of	his	performance	 I	 felt	 about	as	big	as	a	microbe,	or	one	of	 the	 suspended	dust	motes
visible	in	the	beams	of	light	streaming	into	the	church	through	the	stained	glass	windows.	Had	the	floor





I	 yearned	 to	 be	 delivered	 from	my	 impending	 embarrassment.	Let	 this	 agony	 be	 over	 quickly.	Why
hadn’t	 someone	 told	 me	 about	 the	 nature	 of	 the	 harvest	 celebration,	 the	 gift-giving	 obligation	 of	 the








more	 bedraggled.	 The	 rim	 of	 my	 fila	 was	 wet.	 Sweat	 coursed	 down	 my	 face,	 as	 I	 sensed	 myself
anemically	and	inelegantly	shuffling	toward	the	insidious	box	and	the	fated	announcement.	I	didn’t	want
my	dance	to	be	anti-climatic	following	the	politician’s	energetic	performance,	but	I	had	no	enthusiasm,	no




top	Mr.	Olomo?”	I	could	 imagine	all	 the	pent	up	energy	ready	 to	be	vented	 in	cheers	and	shouts	at	 the
announcement.	“Two	hundred	pounds	from	the	American	tutor!”	My	song	seemed	to	go	on	forever.	The
previous	participants	had	measured	their	dancing	so	that	their	arrival	at	the	box	and	the	return	trip	to	their





I	 turned	 and	 looked	 out	 at	 the	 congregation.	 The	 atmosphere	 inside	 the	 church	 was	 fever	 pitch,
everyone	 standing,	 hands	 clapping	 and	 bodies	 swaying,	 all	 primed	 for	 the	 climax	 of	 festivities,	 the
reservoir	 release	of	 all	 the	 accumulated	pent	 up	 energy,	 the	 shouts	 of	 joy	 and	 jubilation.	 I	 reached	 the
accursed	box	at	a	point	about	midway	in	the	song,	deposited	the	soggy	crumpled	ten-pound	note	that	I	had
clutched	in	my	clammy	hand	for	what	had	seemed	like	an	eternity,	and	began	the	long	dance	back	to	my
seat.	Agony,	misery.	 I	wanted	 to	 run	back	 to	 the	seat,	 to	have	my	moment	of	 ignominy	end	quickly.	But
what	 then?	I	would	be	sitting	 in	my	chair	 facing	 the	congregation	while	 the	choir	was	still	on	 the	 third
verse,	with	the	final	verse	yet	to	come.	Better	I	keep	moving,	even	if	it	seemed	like	I	was	maneuvering
through	thick	molasses.
Soon	 after	 I	 dropped	 the	 sweat-dampened	wadded	 note	 in	 the	 collection	 box,	 and	was	 nearing	 the
security	 of	 my	 seat,	 I	 heard	 the	 woman	 announce	 “Ten	 pounds.”	 The	 silence	 in	 the	 church	 was
oppressive…soon	 followed	 by	what	 agonizingly	 sounded	 like	 a	 few	 audible	 gasps...then	 feeble	 polite
applause.	Mercifully,	the	service	concluded	soon	after.
I	stayed	briefly	at	the	reception	following,	watching	members	of	the	congregation	besiege	Mr.	Olomo,
gushing	 over	 the	magnitude	 of	 his	 Christian	 charity.	 He	 looked	 really	 pleased	with	 himself.	 After	 the
























dress	my	mother	made	and,	while	everyone	else	 is	barefoot,	 I’m	wearing	 locally	made	 leather	 sandals
with	upturned	toes	that	protect	my	feet	from	our	stony	paths.




































He	 laughed	 again.	 I	 was	 not	 finding	 anything	 funny.	 I	 gave	 him	 a	 straight,	 serious	 look	 that	 he
understood	 to	 mean	 he	 ought	 to	 get	 on	 with	 answering	 my	 question.	 “Hirut	 is	 living	 in	 the	 north,	 in
Lallibela,	and	she	is	in	love	with	an	American.”	Guy	looked	at	me	in	a	peculiar	way,	as	if	I	should	see	the
irony.	And	while	I	might,	I	couldn’t	stop	to	enjoy	it.	“She	lives	in	a	more	primitive	place	than	you.	No
running	 water.	 No	 electricity.	 No	 industry.	 I	 feel	 sorry	 for	 her	 there.	 The	 American	 is	 an	 architect
restoring	stone	churches.	Wonderful,	don’t	you	think?”
“I	guess.”










“Can’t	 the	 Emperor	 just	 make	 you	 do	 what	 he	 wants?”	 I	 couldn’t	 believe	 I	 was	 having	 this
conversation.	“I	mean,	he’s	the	king,	right?	Don’t	kings	just	get	to	have	things	the	way	they	want?”
“The	Emperor	is	not	like	that.	He’s	very	kind.	And	patient.	Also,	he’s	very	curious	about	you.”



























As	 the	Emperor	 takes	his	 first	 step,	 everyone	around	me	bends	at	 the	waist	 into	a	deep	bow,	and	 I
































I	 SEE	 IT	 IN	MY	MIND’S	 EYE—FROM	MY	 HOUSE	 IN	 SONGHOR—WIND-BLOWN	 TUFTS	 OF	 LIGHT-GREEN	 SUGAR	 CANE
surging	like	a	great	sea	on	Kenya’s	Kanu	Plains,	washing	gently	against	the	thousand-foot	heights	of	the
Nandi	Escarpment.	Thirty	miles	distant,	Lake	Victoria	Nyanza	is	glimmering	in	the	late	afternoon	sun.	The
image	 is	 clear,	 but	 complicated	 by	 other	 images,	 faces,	 smells,	 sounds—by	 the	 sheer	 exuberance	 of
memories	that	so	indelibly	marked	this	time	in	my	life.
As	a	Peace	Corps	Volunteer	in	Central	Nyanza,	I	was	charged	with	supervising	the	construction	of	a
rural	 water	 system	 designed	 to	 pipe	 potable	 water	 to	 1,200	 farms	 on	 three	 government-sponsored
Settlement	Sugar	Schemes.	I	worked	with	a	group	of	eight	men	whom	I	trained	in	the	skilled	work	of	the
project.	When	resting,	we	kibitzed	and	talked.	They	had	many	questions.



















more	 cynical	 than	his	 colleagues,	 observed,	 “If	Americans	 can	build	 airplanes,	 then	 certainly	 they	 can






I	was	 stunned.	 I	 had	 no	 context	 for	 the	 question.	Yet	 it	 obviously	 lay	 at	 the	 heart	 of	 their	 concern.
James,	the	most	worldly	of	the	crew,	who	sported	sunglasses	and	who	had	shed	his	family	name	Oyier	in
favor	of	Bondi,	in	honor	of	Agent	007,	came	to	my	aid.











buses,	 and,	 perhaps	 subconsciously	 reflecting	 this	 religious	 heritage,	 started	 bearing	 names	 like	Moon
Rocket	and	Apollo	12.















During	my	 time	 in	Uganda,	we	would	gather	 in	 the	 capital	 city	 every	 few	months	 for	 some	kind	of
workshop,	training,	or	just	to	visit	and	take	a	break	from	village	life.	After	the	usual	greetings	and	a	few
stories	from	the	bush,	talk	invariably	turned	to	the	two	topics	on	everyone’s	mind—food,	and	its	eventual




In	my	work,	 I	 spent	 most	 days	 in	 the	 forests	 of	 Bwindi	 Impenetrable	 National	 Park,	 where	 I	 was
habituating	mountain	gorillas	 for	 the	park’s	 fledgling	 ecotourism	project.	 Sharing	 lunch	 (and	parasites)











Another	 friend	 learned	 to	 survive	 long	 taxi	 rides	by	 lining	his	 shorts	with	newspaper,	a	 technique	 I
could	have	used	on	a	certain	day	in	Queen	Elizabeth	National	Park.
Queen	 Elizabeth,	 or	 “QE,”	 encompasses	 nearly	 two	 thousand	 square	 kilometers	 of	 savanna	 and
lowland	forest	on	the	floor	of	the	Great	Rift	Valley.	It	borders	Virunga	National	Park	in	Congo	(Zaire),
making	one	of	the	largest	contiguous	protected	areas	in	all	of	Africa.	As	part	of	the	training	for	our	park
ranger-guides	 at	Bwindi,	 I	 had	arranged	an	exchange	program	with	QE’s	Chamborro	Gorge,	 a	narrow,
forested	chasm	 that	 snakes	 through	 the	grasslands	 from	 the	 edge	of	 the	 rift	 escarpment	 to	 the	 shores	of









evaluate	 her	 newest	 guide,	 Milton,	 and	 I	 looked	 forward	 to	 spending	 an	 hour	 with	 chimpanzees,
comparing	the	experience	to	gorilla	viewing.






all,	 the	gorge	cut	 an	 incongruous	 ribbon	of	green,	 a	winding,	 rainforest	microcosm	 trapped	 in	a	 sea	of
dusty	plains	and	arid	acacia.
We	drove	along	a	rutted	game	track	that	followed	the	rim	of	the	gorge,	passing	groups	of	shaggy	grey





Unlike	 gorillas,	 who	 leave	 a	 clear	 trail	 through	 the	 undergrowth,	 chimpanzees	 can	 travel	 long




discovery	of	a	particularly	delicious	fruit	 tree.	The	 trackers	concentrated	on	pinpointing	 the	noise,	 then
raced	toward	the	chimps	along	the	gorge’s	intricate	network	of	forest	paths	and	game	trails.
I	 introduced	myself	 to	 the	 tourists,	a	pair	of	middle-aged	couples	from	the	States,	 then	 turned	 things





I	 assured	 him	 that	 the	 chances	 were	 better	 than	 eighty	 percent.	 Although	 the	 chimps	 were	 highly
mobile,	 and	 less	 predictable	 than	 gorillas,	 the	 gorge	 confines	 their	movements,	 and	 they	 rarely	 eluded
Cathy’s	trackers.
The	trail	sloped	sharply	downward.	Soon	we	were	at	eye	level	with	the	forest	canopy,	a	wall	of	green
dominated	by	 the	crowns	of	 towering	figs	and	 ironwood.	Black	and	white	colobus	monkeys	 lolled	 like
strange	pied	fruit	in	the	treetops,	basking	in	the	morning	sun.	We	passed	directly	beneath	them;	they	peered
down	 unconcerned,	 like	 wizened	 shamans	 with	 their	 white-bearded	 faces	 and	 long-fringed	 coats.
Considered	 one	 of	 the	 least-evolved	 primates,	 colobus	 monkeys	 lack	 opposing	 thumbs	 and	 have
chambered,	ruminant-like	stomachs.	They	digest	vegetation	with	the	efficiency	of	cattle,	and	live	in	tiny
home	 ranges,	 surrounded	 by	 a	 feast	 of	 rainforest	 leafage.	 Chamborro	 supported	 one	 of	 the	 densest




beasts	 climbed	 out	 of	 the	 river	 each	 night	 to	 graze.	 The	 forest	 felt	 refreshingly	 cool;	 stray	 beams	 of
sunlight	filtered	down	though	the	canopy-like	veins	of	gold	in	a	shady	underworld.	Crossing	the	stream	on
a	wide	log,	Milton	stopped	and	motioned	toward	the	treetops	on	the	opposite	shore.	A	dark	shape	melted
away	 into	 the	green,	 followed	by	an	ear-shattering	cry.	We	 ran,	 trying	 to	catch	up	with	 the	chimp	as	 it
brachiated	high	above	us.	Finally,	it	came	to	rest	on	a	broad	limb,	squatting	with	its	back	against	the	trunk,
chewing	absently	on	a	handful	of	leaves.





















“Milton,”	 I	 whispered,	 tight-lipped.	 He	 was	 staring	 intently	 up	 at	 the	 chimps	 and	 didn’t	 hear	 me.
“Milton!”	He	 looked	 back,	 startled,	 and	 several	 of	 the	 tourists	 turned	 around.	 I	 smiled,	 trying	 to	 look
casual.	“Give	me	your	panga,”	I	mumbled,	“Your	panga.	Now!”
I	took	the	blade,	nodded	to	the	trackers,	and	sprint-shuffled	down	the	trail	like	a	Japanese	dancer	in	a




here	was	 the	Peace	Corps	Volunteer:	 naked	 from	 the	waist	 down,	 burying	his	 underwear	 in	 a	 shallow
grave.	After	brief	consideration,	I	buried	my	socks	too.












“O.K.,	 then.”	 I	 shrugged	 and	 climbed	 into	 the	 back	 seat,	 squeezing	 between	 the	 trackers,	 and	 the
friendly	man	who	was	considering	the	Peace	Corps.	The	door	slid	shut	with	a	loud	thunk.	There	was	a
moment	of	horrified	silence	as	my	presence	became	unmistakably	known	in	the	stifling	interior	of	the	car.



























The	fear	I	 felt	 in	 the	Terminale	classroom	with	screen-and	glass-free	windows	was	different.	 I	was
suffering	from	something	other	than	a	microorganism	attack	or	nutritional	deficiency.
I	was	an	English	teacher	for	students	in	their	last	year	of	high	school.	These	students	had	spent	many




Toward	 the	 end	 of	 the	 Terminale	 year,	 teachers	 administered	 the	 “bac	 blanc”	 in	 their	 respective




























of	 their	 challenges.	 I	 now	 have	 two	 sons,	 both	 enrolled	 in	 an	 academically	 competitive	 public	 high
school.	Their	teachers	are	sometimes	less	experienced	than	parents	would	like,	and	are	absent	almost	as
much	as	the	students	would	wish	but,	thanks	to	my	experience	in	Chad,	I	know	how	incredibly	fortunate
my	children	are.	As	 I	 tell	 those	boys	 I	 love	so	deeply,	and	anyone	else	who	happens	 to	ask,	my	Peace
Corps	experience,	despite	what	seemed	near-death	experiences	thirty	years	ago,	was	just	about	the	best












I	 LIVED	ON	 THE	 SOUTHERNMOST	 TIP	OF	 “THE	 RED	 ISLAND”—MADAGASCAR—WHERE	 I	 TAUGHT	 ENGLISH	 TO	 THE
Malagasy.	Fort	Dauphin	was	a	dusty,	run-down	little	town	with	no	repairs	to	the	roads	since	the	French
left	 in	 the	1950s.	 In	spite	of	 their	poverty,	 the	Malagasy	were	happy,	 loved	parties	and	entertaining	 the
vazah,	their	word	for	stranger.














The	morning	of	 the	celebration,	we	 set	off	 as	 the	 sun	 rose.	 I	wore	a	clean	dress	because	Malagasy
women	never	wear	 slacks	or	 jeans.	We	bounced	 and	 swerved	over	broken	 rutted	 roads	 for	over	 three




















back,	 speaking	 softly	 to	 the	animal,	patting	his	back,	 then	 stroking	him	with	 the	branch.	Distracted,	 the
omby	did	not	see	one	of	the	strong	young	men	who	grabbed	it	by	the	back	legs	and	flipped	it	over	on	the









The	village	women,	 crouched	on	 their	 haunches	 in	 front	 of	 the	open	 fires,	 smiled	 in	 greeting.	They





his	arm	around	me,	but	 I	gave	him	a	sharp	 jab,	my	privilege	as	“guest	of	honor.”	Not	 to	give	Greg	 the
satisfaction	of	seeing	me	cry,	I	walked	over	to	the	cooking	fires.




































shocked	 that	 they	registered	no	emotion.	Michel	 told	me	he	doubted	 they	had	ever	seen	a	white	person
before.


















I	 bought	 a	 liter	 of	 dolo	 for	 about	 thirty	 cents	 and	 the	 three	 of	 us	 shared	 it.	 Celestin	 seemed	 to
understand	French,	but	preferred	 to	 communicate	with	me	via	Michel.	He	asked	about	American	 food,
about	my	 role	as	an	English	 teacher	 in	Bomborokuy,	about	whether	 I	would	ever	marry	a	Burkinabe.	 I
gave	my	standard	response:	only	if	he	did	all	the	cooking	and	cleaning.	(That	always	shut	up	the	men.)	I
laughed	as	Michel	 interpreted.	Smiling,	Celestin	 lifted	 the	half-empty	liter	from	the	ground	to	refill	our
calabashes.
As	Celestin	put	down	 the	 empty	bottle,	 a	hunched-over	old	woman	approached	Michel,	 barefoot,	 a
faded	red	dress	clinging	to	her	thin	shoulders.	She	asked	him	a	question.
“Ameriki,”	 Michel	 said.	 I	 recognized	 this	 as	 the	 Bwamu	 version	 of	 the	 French	 word	 Amérique,
America.
They	 exchanged	 a	 few	more	 sentences,	 and	 I	 recognized	 variations	 of	 “America”	 and	 “the	 United
States”	in	Michel’s	responses.	He	began	laughing.
“What	is	it?”	I	asked	without	looking	up,	consumed	by	my	attempt	to	balance	my	bowl	of	dolo	in	a	soft
depression	of	dirt.	The	 calabash	bowl	became	 increasingly	difficult	 to	balance	 the	 longer	you	 sat	 in	 a
cabaret.
“She	 doesn’t	 know	what	America	 is,”	Michel	 said,	 slapping	 one	 hand	 against	 his	 faded	 jeans	 and
breaking	into	a	laugh.	“She’s	never	heard	of	your	country.”
After	we	left	the	cabaret,	Celestin	took	us	to	the	funeral.	Perhaps	he	thought	the	unprecedented	visit	of





as	 no	 Burkinabe	 woman	 could	 ever	 do.	 This	 funeral	 would	 go	 on	 for	 days,	 a	marathon	 grief	 session




the	moment	 calmed	 the	 giddy,	dolo-induced	 laughter	 that	 had	 been	 shaking	me	 free	 just	minutes	 prior.



























the	 space	 in	 a	 few	 months.	 The	 dry	 period	 had	 sucked	 each	 wisp	 of	 vegetation	 back	 to	 the	 ground,





away	 from	my	mouth	 and	 eyes	 and	 leaned	 into	Michel’s	 back.	 To	my	 left,	 a	 single	 baobab	 tree	 stood
perfectly	framed	in	an	empty	field.	The	baobab	was	one	of	the	most	majestic	and	stunning	trees	I	had	ever








sky.	African	 and	Arabic	 legends	 explained	 the	 baobab’s	 unusual	 anatomy	 by	 saying	 the	 tree	 had	 been
















where	a	prostitute	could	be	 rented	 for	a	 few	francs	a	minute.	The	prostitutes	were	gorgeous	women	of
hues	from	lemon	tea	to	black	coffee,	in	skin-tight	jeans	and	straining	halter	tops,	skirts	slit	to	the	waist,
camisoles,	black	mesh	stockings	suspended	from	lacy	garters.










cocaine	 dealers	 from	 Morocco,	 sometimes	 swooped	 into	 the	 bar,	 faces	 powdered	 white,	 wearing
Cleopatra	wigs,	black	dresses,	 and	 stilettos.	They	would	circulate	 among	 the	crowd,	dropping	packets
here	and	 there	and	collecting	money	 from	 the	prostitutes.	They	did	not	hesitate	 to	 treat	a	defaulter	 to	a
broken	bottle	in	the	face	or	a	spiked	heel	to	the	head.	The	sailors,	instead	of	interfering,	would	applaud
and	 laugh,	 while	 some	 magnanimous	 spectator	 might	 buy	 a	 drink	 for	 a	 girl	 pulled	 up	 off	 the	 floor.
Meantime,	 the	 music	 never	 missed	 a	 beat.	 A	 DJ	 kept	 the	 reggae	 and	 rap,	 the	 sambas	 and	 AfroPop
churning.













down,	 the	 man	 thanked	me	 for	 the	 dance	 and	 led	 me	 back	 to	 the	 deck.	 Gasping	 for	 breath,	 my	 heart
thumped	so	violently	I	 thought	everyone	could	hear	 it.	My	arthritic	knee	 threatened	 to	buckle.	 I	 tried	 to
smile,	my	mouth	trembling,	and	sat	down	as	my	undaunted	dance	partner	scraped	a	chair	up	next	to	me.



































I	 never	 could	 understand	how	events	were	 scheduled.	 It	 had	 something	 to	 do	with	 the	moon,	 tribal
chiefs,	 and	hungry	cows.	 I	 told	Gado	and	Mariama,	husband	and	wife,	 that	 I	had	enjoyed	 the	previous
party.	 I	 reminded	 them	of	 the	 day	we	had	watched	old	men	 in	 straw	hats	 race	 their	 camels	 across	 the






Mariama	and	I	were	 ready	before	 the	sun	rose.	 I	 tightly	 rolled	my	sleeping	bag	and	mat,	 setting	 the
bedding	 on	my	 camera	 bag.	 I	wiped	my	 face	with	 cold	water	 and	 put	 on	my	 favorite	 black	 shirt,	 one






































had	 gone	 off	 somewhere	 in	 Eritrea.	 A	 couple	 of	 months	 later,	 in	 Agordot,	 the	 Education	 Officer	 for
western	 Eritrea,	 Sheik	 Hamid	 Mohammed	 el-Hadi,	 took	 us	 on	 a	 tour	 of	 the	 town.	 In	 front	 of	 the
government	 office,	 he	 pointed	 to	 a	 small	 circle	 of	 stones	 that	 marked	 the	 spot	 where	 the	 bomb	 had
exploded.
Hamid	 was	 the	 most	 dignified	 man	 I	 have	 ever	 met.	 His	 six-foot-tall	 frame,	 always	 covered	 in	 a
perfectly	ironed	jalabia,	seemed	more	to	flow	than	to	walk.	While	most	of	 the	townspeople	wore	their
turbans	in	the	loosely	wrapped	Sudanese	style,	Hamid	wore	his	in	the	neater	Middle	Eastern/Indian	style.




He	had	 taught	 himself	 by	 reading	 and	 spending	 as	much	 time	 as	he	 could	 in	 the	 company	of	 the	wiser
teachers	 at	 the	mosque.	 A	 few	 years	 before	 we	met,	 the	 American	 Consulate	 General	 in	 Asmara	 had
awarded	him	an	exchange-visitor	grant	to	spend	thirty	days	on	an	educational	tour	of	the	U.S.	He	loved
every	 minute	 of	 it	 and	 was	 tickled	 to	 death	 when	 he	 heard	 that	 the	 Peace	 Corps	 would	 be	 sending
Americans	to	Agordot.
As	Hamid	came	to	 trust	us,	he	became	our	source	of	fascinating	 information	about	 the	war	 that	was
taking	form	all	around	us.	A	staunch	man	of	peace,	he	was	also	sensitive	to	the	legitimate	grievances	of
the	Muslim	 population.	He	would	 not	 actively	 join	 the	 revolution,	 but	 he	 enjoyed	 every	 story	 of	 their
guerrilla	strikes	in	the	hinterland.
Eritreans,	 Hamid	 said,	 had	 never	 been	 happy	 with	 the	 Allies’	 decision	 to	 give	 Eritrea	 to	 Haile
Selassie’s	 Ethiopia.	 Disposing	 of	 the	 Axis’	 only	 colonies	 in	 Africa—Libya,	 Italian	 Somaliland	 and
Eritrea—was	not	a	priority	 issue	 for	 the	West	 in	 the	 late	1940s.	Haile	Selassie,	who	had	considerable
international	popularity,	wanted	access	to	the	sea	for	landlocked	Ethiopia.	Why	not	let	him	have	it?
As	Hamid	 explained	 it	 to	me,	 the	Eritreans	 of	 the	 1950s	 saw	 themselves	 as	more	worldly	 than	 the
Ethiopians.	Their	location	on	the	sea	had	given	them	access	to	the	outside	world	for	centuries,	while	the
Ethiopians,	 isolated	 as	 they	 were	 in	 their	 mountain	 kingdoms,	 had	 less	 contact	 with	 new	 ideas	 and
inventions.	The	Eritrean	 experience	with	 sixty	 years	 of	 Italian	 colonialism	had	 left	 them	with	 skills	 in
mechanics,	 business	 and	 other	 aspects	 of	 modern	 economy	 that	 were	 unknown	 in	 Ethiopia.	 Eritrean
Muslims	 were	 uncomfortable	 with	 a	 government	 that	 had	 a	 state	 religion	 that	 wasn’t	 theirs.	 Tigrinya
speakers	 in	 both	 Tigre	 Province	 of	 Ethiopia	 and	 in	 Eritrea	 regarded	 Haile	 Selassie	 and	 his	 Amhara
kinsmen	as	upstart	usurpers	of	a	throne	that	rightfully	belonged	in	Tigre.	Nonetheless,	Eritrean	Christians





















a	 small	movement	 in	 the	western	 lowlands.	 They	 had	 also	 begun	 to	 demonstrate	 some	 of	 the	military
panache	for	which	they	would	later	become	noted.














When	 it	was	 over,	my	 students	 and	 I	 arose	 from	our	 ignominious	 positions,	 the	 kids	 all	 laughing.	 I
knew	that	I	was	the	subject	of	the	humor,	but	I	wasn’t	sure	why.	I	asked	what	was	so	funny,	but,	at	first,	got
no	reply	except	for	more	giggles.	Finally	Mohammed	Ali	Elmi,	a	Somali	boy	who	was	the	brightest	in	the









who	 hated	 him	 to	 look	 at	 communism	 as	 an	 alternative	 to	 the	 U.S.-backed	 regime.	 The	 Eritrean





































After	 teaching	 our	 TEFL	 classes	 at	 Institut	 Bourguiba,	 Judy	 and	 I	 walked	 back	 to	 our	 apartment,
picking	up	enough	provisions	at	various	shops	along	the	way	to	make	lunch	for	Aicha	and	ourselves.	She
was	very	tolerant	of	our	cooking	gaffes	and	always	appreciated	every	bite.	We	felt	good	about	giving	her



































































of	water.	A	strange	putrid	 smell	 surveys	 the	air	and	enters	my	nostrils.	 I	need	 to	 sit	down.	Beyond	 the
confines	 of	 this	 space,	Africa	 greets	me.	Neighboring	 huts.	Trees	 of	 all	 sorts.	Dry	 lush	 brush.	A	 crisp
horizon	 line.	So	very	beautiful.	And	so	 in	opposition	 to	everything	happening	within	 the	borders	of	 the
crinton	fence.
9:13	A	girl	 is	dragged	 to	where	we	stand.	 It	 is	Bintou.	She	 locks	eyes	with	me,	 for	only	a	 second.
Tears	roll	down	her	cheeks.	She	makes	no	sound.	Already	she	 looks	 in	shock.	 I	can	 turn	around	at	any
moment.	Grab	Bintou	and	 leave.	Put	 it	all	behind	me.	But	 I	don’t.	 I	won’t.	 I	need	 to	be	a	witness.	The
question	is	for	whom	and	why?
9:14	The	moment	has	come	for	Bintou	to	be	cut.	Seven	women	move	quickly	and	without	hesitation.















9:30	There	 are	now	 two	 sitting	directly	 in	 front	of	me.	Bintou	and	Khudaijaa.	The	oldest	 two.	The
traumatized	two.	Hopefully	the	last	two.
9:33	Nope.	It’s	not	over	yet.









basic	task	of	walking.	Of	putting	one	foot	 in	front	of	 the	other.	Everything	around	me	fades	just	a	 little.
Becomes	a	background	drop.	White	noise.	Static.
10:15	We	arrive	back	in	our	village	of	Missirah	Tabadian.	To	the	same	compound	where	just	a	few



































But	we	were	 late,	and	I	was	forced	 to	 interrupt	 the	nurse’s	much-needed	afternoon	nap.	 I	 felt	 I	was
pressing	my	luck	since	the	nurse	and	I	were	relatively	new	in	our	working	relationship;	we	had	not	yet
formed	much	 of	 a	 bond.	We	 both	 spoke	French,	 but	 that	was	 about	 all	we	 had	 in	 common.	His	 living
quarters	were	attached	to	the	health	center,	so	people	came	to	him	day	and	night	for	treatment.	There	was






















Finally,	 I	 went	 back	 to	 the	 nurse’s	 house,	 but	 he	 did	 not	 respond	 to	 my	 knocks.	 Due	 to	 a	 lack	 of
electricity,	 I	 had	 to	 get	 back	 to	 the	 village	 before	 the	 sun	went	 down,	 and	 I	 could	 not	 go	 back	 empty























from	 each	 other	 for	 the	 past	 two	months.	He	 had	 grown	 on	me.	 This	 sweet,	 soft-spoken	man	was	my
friend,	and	I	had	never	lost	a	friend	before.
Feeling	helpless,	I	told	him	I	thought	he	needed	to	see	the	nurse	again.	He	then	told	s	me	that	he	had
decided	 he	 had	 an	 “African	 illness”	 and	 it	 needed	 to	 be	 treated	 the	 “African	way.”	 This	meant	 using
















the	 grace	 of	God,	 I	 came	 across	 a	 drawing	of	 an	African	man	who	 looked	 to	 be	 in	 the	 same	physical
condition	 as	Diallo.	He	 had	 the	 swollen	 face	 and	 the	 swollen	 painful	 joints.	 It	was	 like	 someone	 had
drawn	a	picture	of	Diallo	himself	and	slipped	it	into	my	book.	How	had	I	missed	this	page	before?	The
image	was	labeled	Rheumatic	fever,	which	happens	when	strep	 throat	 is	 left	untreated	and	 the	bacteria
progresses	to	the	heart	valves.	Penicillin,	an	antibiotic,	was	listed	as	the	medication	to	treat	it.
At	 breakfast	 the	 next	morning,	 I	 asked	Diallo	 if	 he	 had	 had	 a	 sore	 throat	 recently	 and	 he	 said	 yes.











Diallo	had	an	articulation	problem	of	 the	 joints,	but	he	agreed	with	me	 that	Rheumatic	 fever	was	most
likely	what	was	really	going	on.	Since	it	probably	would	have	killed	Diallo	to	be	transported	to	the	health
center	 again,	 I	 went	 out	 on	 another	 limb	 and	 asked	 the	 nurse	 if	 he	 would	 be	 kind	 enough	 to	 ride	 his





























Chris	 was	 twelve	 when	 his	 older	 brother	 left	 to	 serve	 in	 Peace	 Corps	 Niger.	 Mark	 had	 been	 so
anxious	to	know	whether	Peace	Corps	accepted	him	that	he	handed	the	letter	to	his	little	brother	to	open




In	 the	 basement	 of	 Chris’s	 house,	 over	 twenty	 years	 after	 the	 accident,	 we	 found	 a	 box	 of	Mark’s
things:	group	photos	from	training,	a	copy	of	his	last	journal	entry,	and	signatures	of	those	who	attended





—one	 of	 poverty,	 hunger,	 and	 sickness.	 He	 seemed	 unsurprised	 that	 someone	 connected	 to	 the	 family
would	be	now	sitting	in	front	of	him,	twenty-some	years	later.	“I	went	to	get	his	body	that	day.”	We	stared





fifteen	 hours,	 and	 I	 imagine	 the	 road	 has	 not	 improved	 since	 the	 1980s.	 Large	 buses	 barrel	 down	 the
eroding	pavement,	unable	 to	 stop	 should	a	goat,	 cow,	or	child	be	 so	unfortunate	as	 to	cross	 their	path.






the	night	we	became	engaged	 to	be	married.	 I	now	wore	Mark’s	godparents’	 ring	on	my	left	hand.	The
guitar	 joined	 the	celebration	 in	duets	with	Tuareg	musicians	and	paused	only	at	 the	cue	of	clinking	 tea
glasses:	as	the	tradition	says,	one	for	death,	one	for	life,	and	one	for	love.
Before	 departing	 Niger,	 I	 stopped	 by	 the	 Embassy	 and	 said	 goodbye	 to	 the	 new	 seedling	 now
flourishing	under	the	over-attentive	Embassy	sprinkler	system.	The	old	baobab	tree	next	to	the	plaque	had










And	he	writes,	 “I’ve	 just	 got	 to	 keep	 in	mind	why	 I’m	here:	 (1)	 adventure;	 (2)	 to	 learn	 about	 another
culture;	(3)	to	learn	a	language;	(4)	to	help	people	here;	(5)	to	be	less	materialistic;	(6)	to	have	something











and	 smiled	 warmly	 at	 me.	With	 his	 smile	 came	 so	many	 distinctive	 facial	 effects:	 the	 flash	 of	 a	 few








culturally	and	religiously	 in	Senegal.	This	one	had	a	crooked	 trunk,	bent	over	at	 the	waist,	extending	a
branchy	 hand	 in	 welcome.	 I	 was	 breathless	 for	my	 first	 appearance,	 pedaling	my	 standard-issue	 bike








black	 behind	 her.	 A	 cast-iron	 pot,	 so	 large	 I	 could	 have	 stepped	 inside,	 boiled	 fiercely	 over	 burning
wood.	 Goats	 bleated	 and	 left	 trails	 of	 round	 droppings	 among	 trampling	 feet;	 donkeys	 let	 loose	 with
horrendously	foul	flatulence.
The	 children	 returned	 from	 fleeing,	 lime-colored	mucus	 dribbling	 over	 their	mouths	 and	 chins,	 and
began	to	stroke	my	arms	and	legs	with	their	rough	and	dusty	hands.
I	was	 shown	 into	 the	 largest	hut	of	 the	compound,	now	bursting	with	bodies.	When	my	eyes	 finally
adjusted	to	the	darkness,	I	allowed	them	to	wander	shamelessly	between	the	faces	of	men,	seated	on	a	thin
mat	made	of	quilted	 rice	 sacks.	Some	wore	battered	beanie	caps,	 long	 tattered	 robes	and	cheap	 silver
rings;	 others	 wore	 aged	 slacks	 and	 stretched	 polo	 shirts.	 They	 did	 not	 return	 my	 glances.	 I	 knew





slippers	with	theirs,	old	and	worn,	some	fused	together	again	with	heat.	 I	 looked	up	at	 the	roof,	 lashed
together	with	bamboo	poles,	the	wedge-shaped	spaces	filled	in	with	dried	grasses.
One	by	one	they	acknowledged	my	presence,	hoping	for	good	things	to	come	from	my	work.	But	what










After	 he	 named	 me,	 I	 addressed	 him	 as	 jaarga,	 or	 chief,	 in	 the	 Fulakunda	 dialect	 of	 the	 Pulaar
language.	He	seemed	to	appreciate	the	respect,	but	the	rest	of	his	family	laughed	at	the	stuffiness.	At	my
mother’s	 advice,	 I	 tried	 using	baaba,	 or	 father.	He	 seemed	 just	 as	 content;	 however,	 knowing	 that	 the




First	 he	performed	 ritual	 ablutions	of	his	hands,	 feet,	 face,	 ears	 and	mouth	with	 a	plastic	kettle	 full	 of
water	while	I	scanned	the	compound	for	the	broom	made	of	bound	palm	fronds	I	used	to	sweep	my	entry.
Then	he’d	turn	my	way	and	ask	how	I	had	woken,	and	if	I	was	with	peace.	I	replied	that	I	was	jam	tan,
with	 peace	 only,	 and	 asked	 the	 same	 of	 him.	 These	 greetings	 are	 central	 to	 Pulaar	 conversations;	 I
experienced	the	same	with	numerous	people	each	morning,	but	my	first	exchange	of	the	day	was	usually
with	him.
Truth	be	told,	I	grew	closer	 to	 the	other	members	of	Na’s	family	 than	I	ever	did	with	him.	His	only
wife,	Wonto,	quickly	became	another	mother,	tucking	me	under	her	thin	little	wings	to	guide	me	through
her	extraordinary	world.	My	older	brother,	Wuura,	exceedingly	intelligent,	understood	better	than	anyone
where	 I	 had	 come	 from.	 His	 wife,	 Wopa,	 and	 I	 had	 a	 turbulent	 relationship,	 culminating	 in	 mutual
admiration:	her	 firstborn	was	named	after	me,	 and	 I	 intend	 to	do	 the	 same	 for	her.	Na’s	only	daughter,
Maimuna,	who	 has	 since	 passed	 away,	 immediately	 fell	 into	 place	 as	 the	 only	 sister	 I	 have	 ever	 had,
sharing	 snickers	with	me	over	 bad	 hairdos	 and	 saisai,	 tricky	men.	My	 three	 younger	 brothers,	Daoda,
Djibby	and	Diao,	 took	care	of	me	 in	any	way	 that	 they	could,	preparing	hot	 tea	or	a	 rare	 treat	of	 fried
eggs,	 running	 errands,	 guiding	 explorations	 via	 cattle	 trails,	 taking	me	 to	 soccer	 games.	 Na	 remained
remote,	 perhaps	 hesitant	 to	 fully	 embrace	 my	 cause	 or	 abilities.	 Despite	 this	 distance	 between	 us,	 I
respected	him	deeply.
I	presented	both	Na	and	Wonto	with	gooro,	or	kola	nuts,	wrapped	in	strips	of	 torn	paper	bags,	on	a
regular	basis.	For	many	of	 the	cultures	 in	Senegal,	kola	nuts	are	a	 respectful	gift,	offered	and	received
during	 traditional	 ceremonies	 and	 holidays.	 The	 price	 fluctuates	 regularly,	 but	 never	 too	 far	 from
affordable,	even	during	the	close	of	a	meager	dry	season.	Men	sell	them	on	street	corners	in	Kolda	town,
out	of	large	burlap	sacks	set	upright,	the	nuts	split	into	layers	of	variegated	pink	and	brown.	Both	Na	and
Wonto	endured	an	addiction	 to	 the	nut’s	caffeine,	 suffering	 through	headaches	when	not	chewing	on	 the
rubbery	 slices.	 I	 could	 count	 the	 number	 of	 teeth	 left	 in	 their	mouths	 on	 one	 hand;	what	was	 left	was
stained	yellowish-brown	by	their	habit.
My	mother	 tied	her	gooro	 into	 a	 top	 corner	of	her	 saba,	 or	 sarong,	 secured	 inconspicuously	 at	 her













behind	his	 back.	Spiteful	 adults	 attributed	 his	 stutter	 to	 poor	 leadership	 skills	 and	 a	 lack	 of	 power.	 In
truth,	Na’s	traditional	ways	did	frustrate	those	who	wanted	to	incorporate	modernity	into	Saare	Foode.	He
spent	 free	afternoons	coiling	 rope	 fashioned	by	hand	 from	baobab	bark	he	had	harvested	and	dried;	he
indulged	in	lazy	gossip	and	card	games	at	the	boutique.	He	did	not	understand	banking,	books	or	batteries;
he	was	uninterested	 in	 lessons.	Decisions,	which	by	cultural	 rule	should	have	 involved	 the	chief,	were
sometimes	made	in	his	absence.
Wherever	 I	 went	 in	 Senegal,	 guests	were	 always	 escorted	 out	 of	 the	 compound	when	 leaving.	We
would	 accompany	 a	 guest	 from	 the	 bumbaa,	 or	 the	 women’s	 hut,	 across	 the	 compound	 while	 making










I	 knew	 something	was	wrong	 from	 the	 hesitancy	 in	 his	 voice.	 I	 allowed	 the	 conversation	 to	meander;
finally	Wuura	 told	me	 that	 Na	was	 sick,	 and	 in	 the	 Kolda	 hospital	 with	 heart	 problems.	My	 thoughts
returned	to	Na’s	smile,	and	his	acceptance	of	me	as	another	daughter.	He	slowly	recovered,	although	he
will	never	work	alongside	his	sons	in	the	family’s	millet	fields	again.	Wuura	will	someday	become	chief






Heat	 sizzles	 the	ground,	Wonto	brings	him	a	plastic	 cup	 full	 of	 cool	water,	 and	his	wizened	eyes	 shift
between	his	work,	the	road	and	the	sky.
Wuura	called.	I	was	hoping	for	another	routine	Sunday	chat,	filled	with	the	familiar	exchanges	of	jam
tan.	 Instead,	his	voice	 shaky,	he	 told	me	 that	my	village	 father,	Nanaman	Diamanka,	had	passed	away.
Wuura	 had	 put	 off	 the	 phone	 call	 for	 weeks,	 he	 explained	 apologetically,	 not	 wanting	 to	 upset	 me.	 I
remembered	 with	 a	 shudder	 what	 death	 encompasses	 for	 the	 Pulaar:	 thick	 emotional	 mourning,	 tears
heavy	with	 grief,	 and	 oftentimes	 a	 very	 real	 physical	 reaction.	Women	wail	 out	 loud	 in	 gut-wrenching
tones,	their	cries	heard	in	neighboring	villages,	and	sometimes	roll	on	the	ground,	as	if	trying	to	shake	the







had	ever	known.	 I	cannot	 imagine	what	 jarring	pain	 the	bumpy	and	dusty	 journey	must	have	caused	his





worldly	 and	 full	 of	 broad	 intelligence.	 Wuura	 assured	 me	 that	 the	 decision	 had	 been	 his	 alone,	 and
















the	 PCV	 along	 on	 the	 trip.	 “She	 has	 a	 liver	 abscess	 from	 years	 of	 suffering	 from	malarial	 and	 other
parasites:	It	has	made	her	extremely	anemic.
“Mama	 Irene,”	he	 requested,	 “we	have	 to	 transport	 this	 patient	with	us	 to	 the	hospital.	There	 is	 no
medicine	or	equipment	here.	Can	you	sit	in	the	front	between	the	driver	and	me?”
I	looked	at	the	stricken	woman:	She	does	not	appear	very	old,	maybe	late	twenties.	“But	of	course,	no






hope	we	make	 it	all	 the	way	 to	Kimpese	without	a	hitch,	or	 I’ll	get	blamed	again,	 since	 I	 took	 it	upon
myself	to	accept	this	ailing	woman	passenger.”
While	 still	 backing,	 there	was	 shouting	 from	 the	 rear:	 “Stop,	 stop,	 she	 is	 having	 a	 seizure!”	Nurse
Lusadusu	 got	 out	 and	 walked	 around	 to	 to	 re-examine	 the	 patient.	 Lusadusu	 now	 yelled	 for	 a	 blood




Just	 then	 the	woman	had	another	 convulsion.	Lusadusu	asked	 the	nurses’	 aides	 to	 carry	her	 into	 the
mud-brick	Health	Center.	Besides	my	co-workers—Nketani	and	Matumona	and	me—a	crowd	of	curious
villagers	had	gathered.	Just	as	the	aides	were	passing,	carrying	the	woman	by	her	feet	and	shoulders,	her




Lusadusu	 came	 out	 from	 the	 room	 where	 they	 had	 taken	 the	 body.	 Apprehensive,	 he	 made	 an
announcement.	His	mind	was	 busy	 looking	 for	 the	 right	words,	 but	 there	were	 none.	 “Everybody	must








cooking	 pots,	 reed	 mats,	 and	 other	 meager	 belongings.	 He	 covered	 his	 face	 with	 his	 large	 calloused
hands,	 trying	 to	hide	 the	 tears.	“How	will	 I	get	her	body	back	 to	my	village	now?”	he	pondered.	“She











AN	 IMPRESSIVELY	 SEALED	 PACKAGE	ARRIVED	AT	MY	HOUSE	WITH	THE	 PEACE	CORPS	LOGO	NEATLY	 PRINTED	 IN	THE
upper	left	corner.	The	anticipation	of	finding	out	where	I	would	spend	the	next	two-odd	years	of	my	life





When	 I	 envisioned	myself	 in	Africa,	 I	 fantasized	 about	 living	 along	 the	 coast	 in	 an	 animist	 culture,





could	 feel	 the	 temperature	 rise	 as	 the	 plane	 hit	 the	 ground,	 fearing	 the	 dreaded	 hot	 season,	 where
temperatures	 reach	 140	 degrees	 Fahrenheit.	 The	 mystery	 of	 the	 desert	 and	 its	 boundlessness	 could
swallow	me	whole.





Making	 a	 home	 for	myself	 in	Kiota,	 I	 unknowingly	 dipped	 into	 a	world	 I	 knew	 nothing	 about	 and
actually	feared	as	an	American.	Instead	of	being	in	an	animist	culture,	 I	was	amongst	some	of	 the	most
devout	Muslims	 in	Niger.	The	Sheik	attracted	Nigeriens	from	diverse	ethnic	groups,	who	then	 installed
themselves	 in	different	 sections	of	 the	 town.	The	cultivating	Zarmas,	 the	Hausas.	The	nomadic	Tuaregs
migrated	 in	 and	 out	 of	 the	 town,	 bringing	 their	 camels	 to	 the	 bush	 during	 the	 planting	 season.	 The
pastoralist	Fulani	lived	on	the	outskirts	with	their	animals	in	tiny	round	mud	huts	covered	in	straw.	I	loved
watching	 the	 young	Fulani	men	 come	 to	 town	 on	market	 day	with	 their	 ghetto-blasters	 blaring	muffled





roosters,	 the	 screaming	 of	 children	 on	 their	way	 to	 school,	 the	 banging	 of	 pots	 and	 pans	 from	women
beginning	 the	 long	 process	 of	making	meals,	 the	 sound	 of	men	 getting	water	 to	 perform	 their	morning










forgot	 I	 lived	 in	 a	 rural	 bush	 town	 in	West	 Africa,	 until	 catastrophic	 events	 happened	 and	 I	 needed
Western	conveniences	or	concepts—such	as	a	veterinarian.
One	morning	 I	 awoke	 in	 a	 funk,	 frustrated	 at	 the	 slow	progress	 I	was	making.	 I	 decided	 to	 release












in	a	 stream	of	greetings.	Nigeriens	 take	greeting	very	seriously;	one	can	get	 stuck	on	anything	 from	 the
weather	 to	 being	 single	 and	 sleeping	 alone.	One	 of	my	 favorite	 greetings	was	 “Matte	 ndunya	 gorey,”
which	literally	translates	“How	is	sitting	in	the	world,”	or	“How	is	existing?”	Sometimes	greeting	could























very	 modern	 for	 being	 so	 religious	 and	 he	 often	 had	 rap	 videos	 or	 explicit	 videos	 showing	 on	 his
TV/DVD.	 I	got	pressured	 into	watching	 the	video,	all	 the	while	my	heart	beating	pounding	with	worry
over	my	poor	cat!	It	is	custom	to	stay	for	three	rounds	of	tea,	but	I	excused	myself	after	the	first.
The	 livestock	man	 was	 tall	 and	 kind-faced	 with	 a	 beard	 and	 a	 mustache,	 which	 is	 uncommon	 for




















Percy’s	 legs	 and	 tried	 tying	 them	 in	 rope,	 which	 didn’t	 work.	 I	 held	 Percy,	 who	 was	 struggling	 and
scratching	me,	 delirious	 and	 exhausted.	 I	 finally	 recruited	 two	 strong	 young	men	 to	 hold	 Percy	 down
while	the	doctor	stitched	him	with	string.	I	didn’t	even	know	if	I	wanted	to	go	through	with	this!	What	if
Percy	got	infected	or	he	died	from	pain?	Did	this	guy	really	know	what	he	was	doing?
It	 was	 two	 in	 the	 afternoon.	 This	 had	 been	 going	 on	 for	 hours.	 Luckily	 there	 was	 a	 prayer	 call;
everyone	left	my	concession	before	I	broke	down.	I	started	bawling	and	had	a	meltdown.
As	I	was	crying,	one	of	my	little	friends,	Barham,	entered	my	concession	and	looked	at	me	in	terror.
Nigeriens	 don’t	 cry,	 ever.	 In	 the	 face	 of	 suffering	 or	 misery,	 the	 mentality	 is,	Kala	 Suuru,	 or	 “Have
patience”;	everything	that	happens	was	intended	by	God.	Barham	distracted	me	by	asking	about	my	mango




were	 already	 all	 exhausted	 from	 running	 back	 and	 fourth,	 recruiting	 people,	 and	 exploring	 options.	 I
















by,	and	marked	a	poignant	 shift	 in	how	I	existed	 in	my	village.	Sure,	 there	was	 laughter	about	 the	“cat
incident,”	 but	 the	 support	 the	 people	 of	my	village	 showed	 suggested	 that,	 although	 they	may	have	 not
understood	 the	 concept	 of	 pet	 care	 and	 cat	 surgery,	 they	 cared	 enough	 about	me	 to	 embrace	 and	 even
nurture	my	neurotic	and	irrational	behavior.	That,	to	me,	is	love	and	acceptance.









































“I	had	 two	cameras,	one	you	 look	down	 into.	 I	did.	Then	 I	 lifted	my	 little	 rangefinder	and	snapped
again.







right	 behind	 me.	 I	 remember	 deciding	 to	 scream,	 but	 it	 came	 out	 an	 odd,	 low	 moan	 as	 scary	 as	 the
elephant,	so	I	clipped	it	off.
“I	remembered	hearing	that	elephants	don’t	corner	too	well.	I	might	be	able	to	circle	around	behind	the
































“I	hadn’t	moved,	hadn’t	done	anything	but	 look	back.	Now,	 slowly,	 I	 slid	 the	 straps	 attached	 to	my
cameras,	bag,	and	meter	from	around	my	neck.	If	given	the	chance,	I’d	decided,	I	would	run	once	more.
This	time	unencumbered.




had	 been	watching	when	 I	 first	 came	 out	 of	my	 compound—who	 had	witnessed	 the	 chase	 and	 fall	 in
absolute	silence,	completely	unable	to	come	to	my	aid.
“‘Are	you	offering	me	a	chance,	elephant?	If	so,	I’m	going	to	take	it.’

















“At	 home,	 I	 examined	myself	 in	 a	mirror,	 finding	 I	 was	 bleeding	 from	 a	 couple	 of	 scrapes	 by	my
hairline.	My	right	side	was	a	solid	streak	of	mud	down	arm,	trunk	and	leg.
“A	couple	of	the	villagers,	guys	I	know	fairly	well,	accompanied	me	home,	and	kids	were	now	running



















I	 was	 to	 be	 acting	 veterinarian	 on	 a	 20,000-acre	 cattle	 holding	 ground	 in	 the	 southern	 part	 of	 the












I	 shook	 a	 hand,	 rather	 limp	 and	much	 frailer	 than	 it	 looked,	 and	 told	 him	my	 name	 and	 expressed
pleasure	meeting	him.
Dr.	George	had	no	time	for	sentiment;	he	grabbed	my	duffle	bag	and	started	toward	a	green	door	to	one
















building	 similar	 to	 the	 huts	 but	 with	 a	 metal	 roof.	 This	 was	 the	 laboratory.	 Dr.	 George	 took	 out	 an
impressive	ring	full	of	keys,	searched	for	some	time,	then	produced	one	that	he	inserted	into	the	massive



























many	 cases,	 running	 contrary	 to	 modern	Western	 medicine;	 in	 some	 cases	 it	 supersedes	 it.	 Basically
Ayurvedic	medicine	uses	herbs,	poultices	and	infusions	as	its	main	means	of	treatment.
My	first	introduction	to	Ayurvedic	medicine	came	after	I	was	on	the	holding	ground	about	a	week.	Dr.





blood	and	serum.	He	kept	 talking	but,	again,	neither	of	us	had	 the	slightest	 idea	of	what	he	was	saying
until	 another	 herdsman	 approached	 and	 translated	 for	 us,	 in	 a	 mixture	 of	 Somali,	 Italian,	 and	 broken
English,	 that	 a	 twig	 had	 stabbed	 the	 bull’s	 leg	 a	 few	 days	 before	 and	 it	 had	 become	 infected.	 I	 was
intrigued	by	the	strange	language	of	the	herdsmen	and	was	later	to	learn	it	was	Swahili,	a	lyrical	language
and	the	linga	franca	of	East	Africa.
Dr.	George	 examined	 the	wound	 then	went	 into	 the	 laboratory	 returning	with	 a	 scalpel,	 gauze,	 and
several	 pharmaceutical	 bottles.	 He	 bent	 down	 and	 quickly	 made	 a	 deep	 incision	 below	 and	 on	 the
opposite	side	of	the	leg	from	the	wound.	He	then	mixed	a	combination	of	herbs	and	ointments	and	applied
them	 to	 both	 sites,	 wrapping	 the	 gauze	 around	 the	 leg.	 He	 stood	 up	 and	 cracked	 his	 knuckles	 in
appreciation	of	 the	fine	surgery	he	 just	accomplished.	 I	asked	him	about	antibiotics.	He	said	 that	herbs
and	the	ointment	of	the	nemantha	tree	were	sufficient	along	with	the	natural	abilities	of	the	animal	to	heal
itself.	The	problem	with	Western	medicine,	he	explained,	was	 that	 it	presupposed	 that	 the	body	had	no




dosed	 the	 wounds	 with	 griseofulvin.	 It	 made	 remarkable	 progress	 after	 that.	 Dr.	 George	 seemed
unaffected	by	my	application	of	Western	medicine	saying,	“Vell	it	being	apparent	the	herbs	and	ointments









up	 about	 45	 degrees	 and	 cast	 a	 bright	 glow	 on	 the	 bush,	 throwing	 shadows	 across	 our	 trail.	 George
walked	 on	 for	 some	 time	 without	 saying	 anything.	We	 had	 gone	 a	 little	 more	 than	 a	 mile,	 and	 I	 was
beginning	to	feel	more	at	ease	when	he	abruptly	stopped	and	cocked	his	head	to	 the	side,	 listening.	He








“What	 do	 you	mean	 the	 bush	 told	 you?	Bushes	 don’t	 talk.”	 I	 was	 starting	 to	 feel	 that	George	was
playing	a	prank,	an	East	Indian	version	of	the	mythical	snipe	hunt.
“No,”	he	said.	“Everything	talks.	You	just	having	to	listen.	Animals,	trees,	brush,	the	vind.	All	having
story.	Trick	being	learning	to	 listen.	Brush	talks	best	at	night	vhen	the	rest	of	 the	world	stops	 to	rest.	 It
recalls	the	events	of	the	day	and	comments	about	vhat	happened.	How	many	and	vhat	kind	of	bird	rested
in	its	branches,	the	antelope	that	foraged	on	its	leaves,	the	ant	that	tickled	its	bark	as	it	scampered	up	and





listen.	 The	 ancients	 learned	 to	 listen.	 Modern	 man	 losing	 the	 art.	 Too	 many	 distractions;	 radio,	 TV,
yelling.”
“So	what	did	that	bush	tell	you?”	I	asked.
“It	 telling	 lion	vas	about.”	He	was	bobbing	his	head	now,	and	I	knew	he	was	pulling	my	 leg	and	 it
pissed	me	off,	so	I	told	him	good	night	and	went	to	my	hut	to	read.















and	covered	 the	remains	with	a	white	sheet	and	several	others	stooped	 to	pick	up	what	was	 left	of	 the




to	 game	 preserve	 in	 Rahjastan.	 It	 being	 most	 isolated	 and	 remote	 of	 areas.	 Dry,	 desolate,	 hot	 and


































into	 the	 descending	 darkness.	They	 came	 to	my	hut	 and	 asked	me	 to	 help	 them	 search	 for	 her.	 I	 had	 a


















then	 bolted	 off	 into	 the	 darkness.	 It	 happened	 so	 fast	 that	 no	 one	 could	 react,	 only	 the	man	who	was
writhing	on	the	ground,	one	side	laid	open	chest	to	mid-thigh,	blood	already	soaking	the	sand.	George	and













I	 reached	 behind	 me,	 picked	 the	 shotgun	 up	 and	 turned.	 And	 looked	 dead	 into	 the	 eyes	 of	 pure,
unabated	evil,	 its	hot,	 fetid	breath	washing	over	me.	 I	 jerked	 the	barrel	up	 instinctively	and	pulled	 the






















grabbing	 at	 our	 bare	 arms	 and	 legs.	 Suddenly,	 he	 stopped	 and	 stared	 at	 a	 clump	 of	 dense	 brush,	 then
walked	slowly	forward.
He	was	five	feet	from	the	brush	when	it	exploded.	The	lion	burst	forward	with	blinding	speed	and	ran
















to	pinpoint	 them,	but	 they	 came	 from	all	 directions	 and	 seemed	mostly	 to	 come	 from…within.	 I	 didn’t
really	hear	them,	they	were	simply	present,	and	they	didn’t	come	from	anywhere	specifically.	I	listened,

















































arbitrary	 lines	on	a	piece	of	paper	and	began	 imposing	head	 taxes,	 there	were	 the	Fulani	 Jihads	of	 the
eighteenth	century.	Before	 the	Fulani	 spread	across	 the	Sahel	 to	purify	 Islamic	practices,	 there	was	 the
Songhai	 empire.	Before	 the	Songhai	 controlled	 the	 salt	 caravans,	Tuaregs	navigated	 the	desert	 seas	by
starlight,	marking	each	secret	oasis	town	with	a	distinct	silver	cross.
Yes,	 long	 before	 white	 Peace	 Corps	 Volunteers	 arrived	 in	 Niger,	 people	 have	 been	 uprooted,
supplanted,	forced	to	migrate,	learned	to	thrive	in	whatever	place	must	now	be	called	home.
The	Land	Rover	dropped	me	off	 in	 the	village	 in	 late	October.	Falmey	was	 teaming	with	youth;	 the
harvest	was	about	to	begin.	Had	I	been	dropped	off	in	March,	I	would	have	met	women,	children,	and	old
men.	There	is	no	economy	to	speak	of	in	Niger	and,	with	desertification	growing	worse	each	year,	most
young	men	 travel	 south	 to	 Cotonou,	 Accra,	 Lagos,	 Kano	 to	 find	work.	 They	work	 until	 clouds	 gather









































those	 who	 had	 mocked	 him,	 who	 had	 mocked	 me,	 for	 being	 different,	 because	 some	 had	 never	 left









(though	one	of	 them	was	mine).	 Jane	had	a	vision	 for	 this	 series	 that	 I	 only	 learned	 to	 appreciate	 as	 I
worked	 on	 it,	 coming	 to	 understand	 something	 that	 I	 may	 have	 forgotten	 in	 the	 years	 since	 my	 own





Then	 I	 have	 to	 thank	 the	 contributors.	 We	 have	 had	 an	 overwhelming	 response	 to	 Jane’s	 call	 for
submissions,	 and	 I	 have	had	 the	 unfortunate	 task	 of	winnowing	 them	down	 to	 a	 still-unreasonable	 (but
workable)	 size,	 sometimes	 cutting	 much	 of	 what	 these	 passionate	 Returned	 Peace	 Corps	 Volunteers
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